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WHAT THE CROSS DOES TO YOU                                      2 CORINTHIANS 5:16-21 

 

On the bottom of the swimming pool in the YMCA in the town of Monmouth, Illinois, the 
builders placed a beautiful tile emblem symbolic of the spiritual, mental, and physical 
nature of human beings.  At the center of that emblem is the Bible opened with the 
words “John 17:21” printed on it.  A boy was swimming in the pool one day and noticed 
this lettering at the bottom.  So, he swam down to the bottom of the pool and read it.  
Once he came back up to the surface, he asked the lifeguard on duty, “It says John 
17:21 on the bottom of the pool.  What does that mean?”  The lifeguard answered, 
“John 17:21 is a verse in the Bible.  It says, ‘That they all may be one.’  It’s from Jesus’ 
prayer that all of His followers love each other and be united.”  The boy probably didn’t 
understand the significance of John 17:21 or Jesus’ prayer, but what he said next was 
kind of prophetic, “You sure have to go through a lot to find that out.”  He meant the 
meaning of the emblem at the bottom of the pool.  But it’s even more true that any 
oneness and unity that followers of Jesus have today both here and around the world 
with one another is because Jesus had to go through a whole lot to make it a reality. 
 
Jesus died on the cross in order to reconcile you and me to God.  A direct result of that 
greatest reconciliation is that we can now be reconciled to other human beings.  Jesus 
certainly had to go through a lot to make that reconciliation possible.  In fact, that’s what 
this week – Holy Week – is all about – the suffering and death of Jesus on the cross 
and then His incredible resurrection back to life again on Easter Sunday.  We’ve been 
focusing on the cross over the last several weeks.  Physically, it’s just two pieces of 
wood connected at 90 degree angles.  But for followers of Jesus, the cross of Jesus 
was, is, and will always be far more than just a piece of wood.  It symbolizes what we 
believe and also what we experience spiritually. Two weeks ago we thought about what 
the cross does for you and me.  Last week we considered what the cross does in you 
and me.  Today, I want to change just one word in that title again: what the cross does 
to you and me.  Because of the cross, you can be reconciled to God.  Because of the 
cross, you can be reconciled to yourself.  Because of the cross, you can be reconciled 
to others.  The cross of Jesus is all about reconciliation.   
 
Let’s look at just one Bible passage today that underlines that great truth.  Paul, the 
great Christian leader, is writing this letter to the first group of Christians living in the city 
of Corinth.  This church had some major problems and the quality of their relationships 
with one another was both bad and sad.  If there was ever a church in need of conflict 
management and reconciliation of relationships, it was the church at Corinth.  What a 
mess!  Dissension, strife, backbiting, gossip, slander, cliques, and favoritism – the First 
Church of Corinth had them all!   It was a relational disaster zone.  Despite the 
incredible relational dysfunction going on in the First Church of Corinth, Paul tells them 
– and he tells us as well -  that, as followers of Jesus, we are called to something.  
Because of the cross…  
 
I AM CALLED TO A MESSAGE OF RECONCILIATION.   
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Again, Paul says here, “For God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself, no 
longer counting people’s sins against them.  And he gave us this wonderful message of 
reconciliation.”  (2 Cor. 5:19 NLT)  What does that mean?  Well, first of all, what is 
reconciliation?  Reconciliation is when a relationship defined by hostility is replaced by 
one marked by peace and goodwill.  We live in a relationship rich world, don’t we?  We 
have relationships with family, friends, co-workers, fellow students, neighbors – just to 
identify a few.  I suspect every last one of us here today has had at least one 
relationship with another person turn out sour, negative, and ugly.  Many of us know 
only too well the deep pain associated with a persistently hateful, hostile relationship 
with another person.  I also suspect that every last one of us here today has also 
experienced reconciliation.  A sour, strained, or broken relationship somehow got fixed 
and became peaceful, productive, and positive again.   
 
Why is there so much hostility and hatred out there today?  No doubt most of you are 
aware of what’s called cyberbullying – attacking and denigrating people through some 
kind of social media platform like Twitter, Facebook, and emails, whatever.  Why do 
people say vile things about or to others?  Why do groups like ISIS want to kill 
Christians, Americans, and even other Muslims?   Why do we want to kill the members 
of ISIS?   Why do we continue to have lingering racial divisions in our country?  Why do 
employers and employees in the same company sometimes speak about each other 
with bitterness and negativity?  Why is divorce so commonplace in our country?  How 
can it be that parents and kids can end up treating each other in ways they’d never treat 
a total stranger?  Why do members of the same church dislike each other, avoid each 
other, and refuse to resolve their differences?   
 
Just one word sums up the answer:  Sin.  Sin is the cause of every unkind word, every 
selfish action, every prideful attitude, every thoughtless behavior, and every broken 
relationship.  The root of all hostility between two people or between groups of people 
goes back to a much more fundamental and basic hostility – our dislike of God, His 
rules, and His authority over and in our lives.  Here’s two parallel truths: Unless and until 
you are reconciled to God, you can never be completely reconciled to anyone else in 
your life.  I’m not saying you won’t have some friends or some good relationships, but 
there will always be some barriers.  When you are reconciled to God, it’s possible to be 
reconciled to everyone else in your life.   
 
The Bible is the story of how you and I had a broken relationship with God and the steps 
God has taken to fix it.  Our relationship with God was in desperate need of 
reconciliation.  Despite the fact that this is God’s universe and He wrote the rules of 
what makes it run best, we decided we knew better than God and we didn’t need Him 
telling us how to live our lives.  But the Bible says that while we were content to 
maintain this hostile relationship with God – hurting God, hurting ourselves, and hurting 
others through our sinful attitudes and actions – God took the first and most important 
step toward making peace.  It really wasn’t God’s responsibility to seek peace with us.  
After all, He was the One who’d been wronged by us.  Nevertheless, God sent His Son 
to die in our place on the cross.  That’s very clear in the passage we read earlier, “For 
God made Christ, who never sinned, to be the offering for our sin, so that we could be 
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made right with God through Christ.” (2 Cor 5:21 NLT)   A wonderful, incredible result of 
God’s initiative in His Son, Jesus, is the potential transformation and renewal of all of 
our other relationships in life. Reconciliation with God leads to reconciliation with others.   

On March 10, 1974, Lt. Hiroo Onada was the last World War II Japanese soldier to 
surrender.  Onada had been left on the island Lubang in the Philippines on December 
25, 1944, with the command to "carry on the mission even if Japan surrenders." All 
efforts to convince him to surrender or to capture him failed. He ignored messages from 
loudspeakers announcing Japan's surrender and that Japan was now an ally of the 
United States. Leaflets were dropped over the jungle begging him to surrender so he 
could return to Japan.  He refused to believe or surrender.  Over the years he lived off 
the land and raided the fields and gardens of local citizens. He was responsible for 
killing at least 30 Filipinos during his 29 year personal war. Almost a half million dollars 
was spent trying to locate and convince him to surrender. 13,000 men were used to try 
to locate him.  Finally, almost 30 years after World War II ended, Onada surrendered his 
rusty sword after receiving a personal command from his former superior officer, who 
read the terms of the cease-fire order. Onada handed his sword to then President 
Marcos of the Philippines, who pardoned him. The war was over. Onada was 22-years-
old when he was left on the island, 52 years old when he finally surrendered. He 
reflected, "Nothing pleasant happened in the 29 years in the jungle." Like Hiroo Onada, 
many people are still fighting a lonely battle against God who has already won the war 
and is offering reconciliation and peace.   

The first and most important relationship that needs to be changed is the one you have 
with God Himself.  That begins to happen when you put your trust in Jesus as your 
Savior and Lord.  On the basis of what He did for you on the cross, you ask Him to 
forgive you of your sins and rebellion against God.  Now that the Holy Spirit lives within 
you, you begin to live out a life that pleases God.  Oh, it’s a very gradual process, to be 
sure, but if you’re truly a disciple of Jesus, you do make progress.  You will make 
progress.  Why?  Well, because, you’re actually a new person.  Did you hear that in 
what we read earlier?  “This means that anyone who belongs to Christ has become a 
new person. The old life is gone; a new life has begun!” (2 Cor. 5:17 NLT).  Everything 
about your relationship with God changes.  Once you had no relationship with God to 
speak of; now you call Him Father and He calls you son or daughter.  Once you were 
hostile toward Him; now you love Him. Once you dreaded God and didn’t want to be 
near Him; now you treasure His presence and want to be close to Him.  Once even the 
idea of God made you feel anxious; now it’s God alone that gives you peace and joy.   
 
Is this new relationship with God supposed to be kept a big secret?  Absolutely not!  
Every follower of Jesus is called to share the message of reconciliation with God to 
those who still have a broken relationship with Him.  Friends, this is why you often hear 
me or others encourage all of us to share the good news about Jesus with family and 
friends who have yet to put their trust in Him.  This is why you pray for specific spiritually 
lost people in your circles of influence.  This is why you look for opportunities to get into 
spiritual conversations with them.  This is why you invite them to worship with us on 
Sunday or attend another kind of spiritual event.  This is why – if God gives you the 
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opportunity - you actually share with a lost person a verbal explanation of what Jesus 
did and invite him or her to put his or her trust in Jesus.   Every follower of Jesus is 
called to share the message of reconciliation.  Not just pastors, not just missionaries, 
not just church staff members or church leaders – anyone and everyone who has been 
reconciled to God is now called to share the message or reconciliation with others.   
 
In the passage we read today, we hear a very important description of any and every 
follower of Jesus.  “So we are Christ’s ambassadors; God is making his appeal through 
us. We speak for Christ when we plead, ‘Come back to God!’” (2 Cor 5:20 NLT)   Think 
with me about the implications of being Jesus’ ambassador.  Our country appoints and 
sends American citizens as ambassadors to almost every other country in the world.  
What does an ambassador do?  His or her primary job is to represent and advance the 
interests of the United States in that foreign country.  While he or she lives in that 
country, he or she is still a citizen of the United States.  So, if you’re Jesus’ ambassador 
then your ultimately loyalty in this life is to God because you are ultimately a citizen of 
Heaven.  In fact, being a citizen of Heaven is even more important to you than being a 
citizen of the United States.  Often an ambassador learns the language, customs, and 
culture of the county to which he or she is sent without becoming a citizen of that 
country.  Followers of Jesus are like that.  We’re called to be fully in the world but not of 
the world.  We’re called to take part fully in all the different aspects of this earthly life 
while remembering, above all and in all, we belong to Jesus first and foremost.   
 
One of the primary responsibilities of an ambassador is to speak out on behalf of the 
United States in that foreign country. He or she represents the United States.  Likewise, 
as followers of Jesus we represent Jesus in our homes, our schools, our neighbor-
hoods, at our jobs, and in society itself.  An ambassador understands that the United 
States is often judged by his or her words, actions, behavior, and attitudes.  The honor 
and reputation of our country is often in the hands of the ambassador.  Likewise, we 
realize the incredible privilege and responsibility to represent none other than the King 
of kings and the Lord of lords in our homes, our schools, our places of works, our 
neighborhoods, and in society itself.  And because you represent Jesus in all those 
places, His honor and His reputation will often depend on your words, actions, behavior, 
and attitudes.  Like it or not, fair or not, right or not, lost people will either be attracted to 
Jesus or repelled against Jesus by what they observe in your life and mine.  If you’re a 
follower of Jesus today, you’re called to share the message of reconciliation.  How’s it 
going?  Are you sharing that message?  With whom? Not only are followers of Jesus 
called to a message of reconciliation, but… 
 
I AM CALLED TO A MINISTRY OR RECONCILIATION. 

 

In other words, you are now a reconciler.  Because you have a new, healthy, vertical 
relationship with God through His Son, Jesus, the potential exists for a new, healthy, 
horizontal relationships both with yourself and with others.  Perhaps that’s sounds a little 
“out there” – having a relationship with yourself.  What’s that about?  I’ve met so many 
people over the years – many of them in churches, sad to say - who essentially have a 
very broken or negative view of themselves.  They think of themselves as worthless, or 



5 

 

lacking value, or being of little importance to God or anyone else.  Many live out their 
lives under a constant cloud of stifling inferiority.  There can be a host of reasons or 
causes that we just don’t have the time to explore today.  Suffice it to say that it can be 
any combination of things like suffering abuse in childhood, negative life experiences, 
wrong conceptions about God or what the Bible teaches, and personal, medical issues 
– just to name a few contributing factors. 
 
Nevertheless, there’s something in your human spirit and mine that cries out for value, 
dignity and personal worth.  The world without God tries to fill the void by telling us to 
think positively or to keep our chin ups.  I’m convinced that only God can give you, me, 
or anyone else the real basis for our worth or value.  The Bible says you were made in 
God’s image; therefore, you are worthwhile.  It also says that you’re a person for whom 
Jesus gave up His life on the cross; therefore, you have infinite value.  The cross 
symbolizes many things.  May I suggest that, among other great truths, it is the greatest 
monument in all the world to your essential value and worth as God’s creature?  You 
don’t have to earn, deserve, or go out and buy your value to God.  It’s a given.  It just is.   
 
I forgot who said it, but being reconciled to yourself can also mean being true to your 
true self and false to your false self.  Let me explain.  Your true self is the good stuff 
that’s in you today – whatever God put into you at your conception.  It’s everything in 
you for which Jesus died to save or redeem.  Like what?  Like your own unique 
personality, your gifts and abilities, your desire to know and worship God, your love for 
family and friends, your love of beauty however it’s expressed, and how you like to 
serve others or meet their needs.  Your false self is the bad stuff that’s in you today.  
Frankly, it’s the stuff Jesus died on the cross to get rid of in your life.  Like what?  Like 
the unique ways you resist and refuse God’s authority over your life, your pride, or the 
unique ways you demonstrate that sin still has a grip in your life.  The cross tells you 
and me that we’re of infinite worth to God and that there’s so much in us that’s worthy of 
being saved and redeemed.  But the cross also tells you and me that there’s much in us 
that also needs to die out, be killed, utterly destroyed and sent to Hell.  The cross 
speaks to both realities.  Reconciliation to yourself means discerning between your true 
self and your false self – nurturing the true self and killing off the false one.   
 
Being a reconciler also means that our relationships with others can be transformed in 
healthy, positive ways.  Why is that?  One reason is that the cross of Jesus has the 
power to change how you evaluate people.  Paul actually mentions that in our Bible 
passage, “So we have stopped evaluating others from a human point of view. At one 
time we thought of Christ merely from a human point of view. How differently we know 
him now!”  (2 Cor 5:16 NLT)  There was a time before his conversion when Paul 
evaluated Jesus from a human perspective.  Jesus appeared to be a heretic, a failure, a 
blasphemer, and a scoundrel.  But then Paul met Jesus through a vision on the road to 
Damascus. He saw Jesus from God’s perspective and the verdict was very different 
indeed!  How does the world without God evaluate your worth, my worth, your value, 
and my value?  It looks at the color of our skin.  It looks to see if we’re male or female. It 
considers how physically attractive we might or might not be.  It takes in our level of 
education.  It ranks us in terms of income, what kind of house you live in, and what kind 
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of job or career we go to Monday.  All of those criteria mean a great deal to the world 
without God, but they mean nothing to God.   
 
When you become a follower of Jesus, your criteria changes.  I’m not sure it can be said 
any better than how C.S. Lewis, the great Christian author and thinker, put it, “It is a 
serious things to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that the 
dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if 
you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror… such as 
you now meet… in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some degree, helping each 
other to one or other of these destinations…..  There are no ordinary people.  You have 
never talked to a mere mortal. Nations, cultures, arts, civilization – these are mortal, and 
their life is to ours as the life of a gnat.  But it is immortals whom we joke with, work with, 
marry, snub, and exploit – immortal horrors or everlasting splendors.”  How true!  So 
often we put things that have no lasting value or significance – companies, jobs, bank 
accounts, organizations, personal agendas – before creatures made in God’s image, 
creatures for whom Jesus died and rose again, and creatures that are eternal.   
 
Leonard Sweet, a Christian author, tells a great story about Tom Wiles who served as a 
chaplain at Grand Canyon University in Phoenix, Arizona.  A few years ago, Tom picked 
Leonard up at the airport in his brand, new Ford pickup to speak at a leadership 
conference at the university.  When he was about to get back in the truck for his ride 
back to the airport the next day, Leonard noticed two very big, very new scrapes by the 
passenger door. "What happened here?" "My neighbor's basketball post fell and left 
those dents and scars," Tom replied with a downcast voice.  "You're kidding! How 
awful," Leonard said. "This truck is so new I can smell it."  Tom answered, “Yeah, what's 
even worse is my neighbor doesn't feel responsible for the damage."  Leonard was 
outraged for his new friend.  "Did you contact your insurance company? How are you 
going to get him to pay for it?"  "This has been a real spiritual journey for me," Tom 
replied. "After a lot of soul-searching and discussions with my wife about hiring an 
attorney, it came down to this: I can either be in the right, or I can be in a relationship 
with my neighbor.  Since my neighbor will probably be with me longer than this truck, I 
decided that I'd rather be in a relationship than be right.  Besides, trucks are meant to 
be banged up, so I got mine initiated into the real world a bit earlier than I expected." 
 
When you begin to see people from the perspective of the cross – through the eyes of 
Jesus - you become a reconciler.  Think about marriage as one example. No human 
relationship has more potential for joy and blessing or for pain and heartache.  When 
you begin to see your spouse not as your “cross to bear” but someone for whom Jesus 
gave His life on the cross, it can change everything.  How can you ignore, snub, or 
disrespect such a creature?  Think about the role of a parent as an example.  Children 
aren’t an inconvenience or a drain on your wallet.  They’re precious beings entrusted to 
you, Mom and Dad, to mold and shape to the best of your ability.  Think about your 
brothers and sisters in this church as an example.  Followers of Jesus in Corinth were 
writing each other off and treating one another harshly.  That still happens today.  If we 
could just see our brothers and sisters through the eyes of Jesus, it would be so much 
easier to say, “I’m sorry.  I treated you badly. Please forgive me.”  Think about needy 
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people right here in Northland and beyond – the poor, the refugees, the immigrants, the 
ones who struggle to learn or just to get ahead in life.  There are no ordinary people.  
Not if you look at them through the eyes of Jesus.  Each one a creation of God.  Each 
one a person for whom Jesus died.  Each one an eternal being.   

June 11, 1963: Tuscaloosa, Alabama, The University of Alabama campus. Vivian 
Malone, a young black woman, enrolled as a student at the university, but not without 
opposition.  Federal troops were there to ensure her entrance into the school, but her 
way was blocked by then Governor George Wallace.  Holding out for racism and 
segregation, the governor failed in his attempt.  Vivian became the first African-
American student ever to graduate from the University of Alabama. George Wallace 
came to regret his actions.   Many years later, he was taken in his wheelchair into the 
Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery. There he asked the African-American 
people in attendance to forgive him for his racism. The governor also regretted how he 
treated Vivian that day and sought out her forgiveness. He wanted to make amends 
before he died, and he wanted to meet her.  Vivian did meet him and told him that she 
had, in fact, already forgiven him years earlier. Interviewed in 2003, she was asked 
about this:  "You said you'd forgiven him many years earlier?"  "Oh yes."  "And why did 
you do that?"  This was Vivian Malone’s reply: "This may sound weird.  I'm a Christian, 
and I grew up in the church. I was taught that no other person was better than me. I was 
taught that we were all equal in the eyes of God.  And I was also taught that you forgive 
people, no matter what. That was why I had to do it. I didn't feel as if I had a choice." 

You really don’t have a choice if you’re truly a disciple of Jesus.  If you’re a follower of 
Jesus today, you’ve been called to a message of reconciliation and you’ve been called 
to a ministry of reconciliation.  That’s what the cross does to you and me.  That’s yet 
another reason why the cross is more than just a piece of wood. 
 


