
2Corithnians 5:17
---------------------------------------------------

16 Therefore from now on we recognize no one according to the flesh;
even though we have known Messiah according to the flesh,
yet now we know Him in this way no longer.

17 Therefore if anyone is in Messiah, he is a new creature;
the old things passed away; behold, new things have come. (2Cor 5:16–17)

2Cor 5:16 With the conjunction hoste (“so”; “therefore” in v. 17a) Paul introduces the first of two (vv. 16, 17) conse-
quences of Christ’s death and his own living for Christ. Since his conversion (“from now on”), when he gained the 
twofold conviction about his own “death” (v. 14) and life (v. 15), Paul had ceased to make superficial personal judgments 
(= regarding men “from a worldly point of view”) based on external appearances (v. 12). It was now his custom to view 
men, not primarily in terms of nationality but in terms of spiritual status. The Jew-Gentile division was less important for 
him than the Christian-unbeliever distinction (Rom 2:28, 29; 1Cor 5:12, 13; Gal 3:28; 6:10; Eph 2:11-22; Col 3:11). Both 
men and events were seen in light of the new creation.

Similarly, his sincere yet superficial preconversion estimate of Jesus as a misguided messianic pretender whose fol-
lowers must be extirpated (Acts 9:1, 2, 26:9-11) he now repudiated as being totally erroneous, for he had come to recog-
nize him as the divinely appointed Messiah whose death had brought life (vv. 14, 15). Paul’s encounter with the risen Lord
on the Damascus road effected the twofold change in attitude: Jesus was the Messiah and Lord; Gentile believers were his 
brothers “in Christ” while his unbelieving compatriots were “without Christ.”

2Cor 5:17 Paul next states the second outcome of the death and resurrection of Christ (vv. 14, 15). Whenever a person 
comes to be part of the body of Christ by faith, there is a new act of creation on God’s part. One set of conditions or rela-
tionships has passed out of existence (parelthen, aorist); another set has come to stay (gegonen, perfect). And v. 16 indi-
cates that the principal area of change is that of attitude toward Christ and other people. Knowledge “from a worldly point
of view” has given place to knowledge in the light of the cross (cf. Gal 6:15). Clearly Paul emphasizes the discontinuity 
between the two orders and the “newness” of the person in Christ, but in other contexts he implies the coexistence of the 
present age and the age to come (e.g., 1Cor 10:11; Gal 1:4) or speaks of the renewal or rebirth of the individual (Rom 
12:2; Eph 4:23; Tit 3:5).

Murray J. Harris, 2Corinthians - Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Zondervan, 1990), p. 353.
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From a discussion on Christ’s love that is demonstrated by his death on the cross, Paul now continues and looks at the 
consequence of this event. He ponders what our perspective on the death of Christ should be. As believers we ought to see
Christ in regard to our redemption, because he transformed us into a new creation. In Christ, a new community has come 
into being, a community whose its members are reconciled to God and to one another.

16. Hence, from now on we know no one from a worldly perspective. For though we knew Christ from a world-
ly perspective, we do so no longer now.

a. “Hence, from now on we know no one from a worldly perspective.” Some commentators see little or no connection 
between the word hence and the two foregoing verses (vv. 14–15). They take this verse to be parenthetical. But this is not 
quite the case if we link the teaching on Christ’s death to the change of thinking that has taken place since that historic 
moment. The effect of his death has been that we know people not from a worldly point of view but from the perspective 
of Christ’s love.

The phrase from now on refers not so much to the moment Paul wrote the letter or to the time of his conversion. It in-
stead points to the transformation that took place when Christ died on the cross. From that moment, he and his followers 
could no longer view the world from a worldly point of view. (The phrase from a worldly perspective modifies the verb 
we know, not the object no one. To connect the modifier with the verb preserves the writer’s balance here and in the sec-
ond part of the verse.) Thus, Paul’s perspective on life changed completely when Jesus called him on the way to Damas-
cus. And all Christians must demonstrate this new viewpoint in their lives when they acknowledge Christ as their Lord 
and Savior.
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There is a difference between knowing a person and understanding a fact. The verb to know in verse 16a means “being
(intimately) acquainted with [or] stand[ing] in a (close) relation to” someone. Paul is saying that when we interact closely 
with others, we do so as followers of Christ. It is possible that the first part of this verse may be Paul’s reaction to his op-
ponents, who stressed external appearances such as Jewish identity. Yet the application of Paul’s words is universal.

b. “For though we knew Christ from a worldly perspective, we do so no longer now.” The first part of this sentence is 
best translated as a concessive clause that expresses reality. In fact, the Greek verb egnōkamen (we have known) is in the 
perfect tense but is translated in English as a simple past (“we knew”). Probably Paul had heard and seen Jesus in 
Jerusalem, where he studied under Gamaliel for many years (Acts 22:3). It would have been unlikely that Paul had never 
heard Jesus or heard of him during his student years. But whether or not he had heard Christ is not the point that Paul is 
trying to make. He viewed Jesus in those days with an unspiritual and worldly mindset (compare 11:18). He refused to ac-
cept Christ in faith and repudiated his teachings to such an extent that he persecuted Christians.

As in the first part of this verse, the phrase from a worldly perspective must be connected here with the verb to know 
and not with the noun Christ. If we make the phrase modify the noun, the words could be interpreted to mean that Paul 
had no interest in the earthly Jesus but only in the exalted Christ. Writes Rudolf Bultmann, “For Paul, Christ has lost his 
identity as an individual human person.” This explanation suggests a division between the historical Jesus and the Christ 
of faith. But Paul teaches that he has a decided interest in the earthly, historical Jesus (e.g., Acts 13:38–39; Rom. 1:2–4; 
9:5; 1 Cor. 15:3–8), whom he continually identifies as Jesus Christ or Christ Jesus.

Despite his interest in the earthly, historical Jesus, Paul here is not alluding to a time when he had seen Christ in 
human appearance. Rather, he refers to the time during which he was still unconverted and became acquainted with 
Christ’s teachings. At that time, he refused to acknowledge Jesus as God’s Son and honor him as the Messiah. From the 
moment of his conversion, however, Paul saw Jesus Christ through spiritual eyes and understood that Christ’s death and 
resurrection occurred for the benefit of all believers. At the time of writing, he expected the Corinthians to imitate him by 
following Jesus. Thus, they are not to judge others from a worldly point of view; instead, they must regard one another, in-
cluding Paul, from a spiritual perspective.

17. So, if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation. The old things passed away, and look—the new things have 
come.

Verses 16 and 17 are the logical conclusion of the preceding passage (vv. 14–15), are analogous, and show both a neg-
ative and a positive contrast (vv. 16 and 17 respectively). Because these two verses convey a parallel message, the last one
depends on and is influenced by the first. The Greek clauses are short and in translation have to be augmented with the 
verb to be in the first sentence.

Let us look first at the word so, which introduces a summary of what Paul has been saying earlier about the unity be-
lievers have with Christ. He died for them and was raised, and they in turn live for him (v. 15). When Paul writes, “If any-
one is in Christ,” he expresses the fact that numerous people in Corinth and elsewhere are true believers.

Next, the phrase in Christ occurs some twenty-five times in Paul’s epistles [it actually occurs 73 times] and signifies 
the intimate fellowship believers enjoy with their Lord and Savior. To be in Christ connotes being part of Christ’s body (1 
Cor. 12:27), and Christ brings about a radical transformation in the believer’s life. Instead of serving the ego, the Christian
follows Christ and responds to the law of love for God and the neighbor.

Some translators want to see balance in this sentence and thus link the word anyone in the first clause with the pro-
noun he (“he is a new creation”) in the second. But most expositors, rightly so, see the new creation not as being limited 
to a person but as extending to the total environment of this individual (compare Gal. 6:15; Rev. 21:5). That is, when peo-
ple become part of the body of Christ at conversion, their lives take a complete reversal. They now abhor the world of sin 
and former friends are hostile to them. Their preconversion lifestyle is history, and “the old things have passed away” (see 
the parallel in Isa. 43:18–19). For converts, the life in Christ is a constant source of daily joys and blessings; the body of 
believers provides them with ready support and help; and self-assurance and trust certify the genuineness of their 
composure.

Scholars debate whether Paul borrowed the phrase a new creation from the rabbis of his day. Even if he did, these 
Jewish teachers never associated this phrase with moral renewal and regeneration. According to them, renewal occurred 
with respect to remission of sins, but not in the sense of the transformation that Jesus Christ brings about in the life of be-
lievers. For converts to the Christian faith, the old things no longer attract, for new things have taken their place through 
Christ. Although temptations always surround them, believers pray the sixth petition of the Lord’s Prayer, “And lead us 
not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one” (Matt. 6:13), and they know that God supplies strength to resist evil.
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