
Looking Beyond
2 Corinthians 4:16-5:21

When have you looked forward to arriving somewhere you’ve never seen?

So we’re off on holiday to France this week.  (Sorry…)  And hopefully, that’s 
going to be a really lovely time for us as a family.  But there will be several 
points in the journey that we’ll have to remember to look beyond.

First there’s the travelling.  Anna really dislikes flying.  And I turn into 
something Heather calls ‘travel Scotty,’ which is where I become a whole lot 
more stressed and uptight about ‘have we got everything?’ and ‘are we on 
time?’ and just much less fun to be around…  All of us will need, during that 
journey, to keep our eyes on the better time beyond.  That the journey might 
be taxing, but the destination is going to be sunny, refreshing and really good.

Then there’s the people we’re sharing the holiday with.  There will be 
moments where I’m going to be tempted to shut off and shut down because 
‘I’m on holiday,’ where I could forget that actually, the people I love most are 
there too, and love says that the way I choose to use my time on holiday isn’t  
about me.  I’ll need to look out for the people beyond myself.  To ensure that 
they are having the most blessed time they can because it’s about them.

Then there’s the people who have never been where we’re going that we 
could bless when we’re back if we share some recommendations and 
pointers.  As it turns out, we’re going to exactly the same place that Will and 
Lorna went last year.  And they’ve been good enough to take the time to chat 
to us about some dos and don’ts, some must sees and top tips, to make our 
experience of the holiday as good as it could be.

They could have not bothered with that.  But they looked beyond their family 
to others.  Because they love us and want the best for us, they’ve shared with 
us what they know that’s really good about the holiday so we can experience 
it too.

In 2 Corinthians 4:16-5:21, Paul writes to the church in Corinth about looking 
beyond.  Beyond the weary journey of this life with all its pains and problems 
to the destination that eclipses it all.  Beyond himself and his feelings to a 
completely sacrificial love for Jesus, and for this family at Corinth living 
together in Jesus.  And beyond all of them to being a family deliberately 
sharing their infinitely fuller experience of life in Jesus with people that have 
never been there before.
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We’re diving in part way through a letter today, so it’s maybe helpful to 
explain where Paul’s head is at.  He’s in quite a raw and tender place as he 
writes 2 Corinthians.  The church had heard his first letter, 1 Corinthians, read 
to them - and it seems like some were hurt and upset by the challenge in his 
teaching; some were muttering about how Paul wasn’t really that great a 
pastor.

And at lots of points you can hear Paul speaking like a spiritual dad who just 
loves his spiritual kids in this church so much but isn’t getting a lot back from 
them, except for criticism if anything.  A couple of times Paul pleads with them 
to ‘open your hearts to me,’ just as he has poured his heart out to them.

Paul’s also suffering physically.  He talks in this letter about physical pain, a 
‘thorn in the flesh’ that he’s asked God to take away and God has said no 
time and again.  He seems increasingly aware of his own mortality, and gets 
that he’s going to die soon.  This is all stuff that could lead a person to head 
inwards - to an isolated self pity, a place of hardness and coldness, a place of 
walls and self protection.

But that is not the place Paul goes.  Instead, Paul looks beyond.  Up to God, 
in to this family in Jesus, and out to a world who knows nothing of these 
amazing things.  He starts in quite a grand place, but it’s a place we all need 
to go often enough to let it free us.  He looks beyond death to the life that’s to 
come.

At the end of chapter 4 Paul says ‘we’re wasting away.’  And amongst us, 
we’ve got various experiences of that.  Physically, mentally, mortally, that’s 
what’s going on - outwardly.  But inwardly we are being ‘renewed day by day,’ 
he says.  There’s resources we’re getting in a one-day-at-a-time, manna for 
the soul kind of way that come from the God we have and the hope we have.  
For the Christian, there’s no simple fading away.  We are filled daily with the 
hope of what we can’t see yet.

Paul says ‘our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal 
glory that far outweighs them all.’  I bet when you go through the wasting 
away wrestles with mortality, it doesn’t feel like ‘light and momentary trouble.’  
But the man writing this knew he’d die soon, and he could talk like that.  
When he compared what he was going through in the body now with the 
eternal hope he was heading for, it made the trouble lighter.
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In 5:1-10, Paul talks about eternal life with a few images.  He says life in this 
world is like living in a tent that’s wearing out.  It leaks and tears and it gets 
too cold.  And it was only ever supposed to be a temporary shelter for the 
journey.

And he compares that to the life beyond death that Jesus wins for those living 
in Him.  He says that life is like a house.  It’s permanent, solid, secure - and 
it’s God-built, not human-built, so you don’t need a 10 year NHBC warranty 
on it.  We tend to think of eternal life as this ethereal sort of thing, a less solid 
life than what we can see and touch and feel in pain and pleasure right now.  
But Paul’s saying that the life to come is more solid than this one.

He uses the image of being clothed as well.  That God’s not going to leave us 
wearing out, wasting away until we become like a naked soul.  He’s going to 
clothe us.  Clothe us with immortality.  It’s the same idea really - life is going 
to be physical in a fuller way than we experience now.  We’ll be living in 
threads that don’t wear out.  The hope of Heaven is a more solid, enduring 
physical life than the flimsy one we’re in now.

I love the phrase he uses in v.4 - ‘…what is mortal may be swallowed up by 
life!’  We think of ourselves as living now - but we’re more or less dying at 
various rates from slow to fast.  There’s real life to be lived to the full right 
now, of course - but you only really discover that in its fullest when you know 
that life, real permanent unfading glorious solid life - is coming beyond the 
journey we’re on towards death.

v.5 says that ‘God has made us for this very purpose…’  Your very reason for 
existing is not this life alone, but to have a yet more full, yet more true, yet 
more solid and physical life together with God in eternity.

It also says, ‘…and God has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing 
what is to come.’  We came across this idea in Ephesians 1 as well - that the 
Holy Spirit, given to every person whose life is in Jesus, is God securing 
ownership of us, that we might know we are truly His, and He’ll certainly bring 
us home on the other side of this life’s journey.

One of you put it really well a couple of weeks ago when you shared with me 
your perspective on facing your mortality and the wearing out that’s coming.  
‘I’m not looking forward to the plane ride.  But I am looking forward to the 
destination.’  That’s exactly it.  That’s how Paul’s talking here too.  He’s 
groaning in the tent of his body and earthly life that’s just about to collapse.  
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But he’s looking beyond to what is coming - the destination he’s never been 
to but knows will be good.  

That’s the trouble with eternal life, right?  We’ve never seen where we’re 
going, so how do we look forward to it?  Twice Paul says - in 4:18 and 5:7 - 
that we journey to this destination that is unseen.  But it’s faith that prompts 
us to.  I’ve never been to where we’re going next week.  Honestly, I haven’t 
even seen more than 2 pictures.  But I believe it’s going to be good, and 
worth travelling to.  How much more do I believe what God and His people 
keep saying about a solid, life-filled eternity with Him.

How much do you think about what happens after you die?  Does it bring you 
greater peace, or greater fear?  Why is that?

So Paul looks beyond the journey of this life, and the journey of death, to the 
greater life to come - and that stops him and the church shrinking into pain, 
denial and hopelessness.  In 5:11-15, he looks beyond himself to live for the 
others around him, and to live for Jesus.

As I said earlier, in this letter Paul is struggling a bit with how people have 
received him.  As you read through it, it feels like he’s trying (and not always 
succeeding) to rise above the hurt that he feels about the way they’ve judged 
him as a pastor.  You get the sense he feels misunderstood, unappreciated 
and unfairly spoken of.

None of us like that.  We struggle when people don’t get us.  When we feel 
like we’re judged on what people see on the outside without them seeing 
what’s in our hearts.  Or we feel like we’re not seen at all.  We can tell 
ourselves, and sometimes tell others, ‘they don’t get me.’

Paul does two things about this.  Firstly, he opens his heart.  He notices what 
is going on inside, and he spells it out and shares it with his church family.  
You see it happen the whole way through the letter; he says that’s what he’s 
doing and asks them to do it back in 6:11-13 and in 7:2-3…

‘We have spoken freely to you, Corinthians, and opened wide our hearts to 
you.  We are not withholding our affection from you, but you are withholding 
yours from us.  As a fair exchange - I speak as to my children - open wide 
your hearts also.’  …  ‘Make room for us in your hearts.  We have wronged 
no-one, we have corrupted no-one, we have exploited no-one.  I do not say 
this to condemn you; I have said before that you have such a place in our 
hearts that we would live or die with you.’
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In 5:11-12 he’s asking the Corinthian church to pay attention to what’s in his 
heart, not to how people are speaking about his visible ‘performance.’  How 
often do you do that?  At home, at work, here in our church - do you look at 
‘how a person is performing,’ or do you look at ‘what is in their heart’ that 
drives them?  If you don’t know what’s in their heart, do you ask them?

I know not everyone is a ‘wear your heart on your sleeve’ kind of person.  And 
I know that you have to be careful with your heart, and what you give of it to 
others.  But we can use these things as excuses to trap everything that’s 
going on in our hearts there.  And that tends to head inwards - ‘no-one sees 
me, no-one understands me.’

You could be introvert, extrovert, confident or shy - but we all need to find 
ways to share our hearts with at least some of the family God has given us in 
Jesus; and above all to share our hearts with Jesus.  I encourage you to ask 
yourself (we’re not going to pause for this one) - do I know what’s in my 
heart?  Who else in church do I show that to?  How much do I open it to 
God?

The other thing Paul does, more importantly I think, is to look beyond himself 
to the people around him and the God above Him.  He says in v.13 ‘if we are 
out of our mind, it is for the sake of God…’  If what Paul says or does in the 
church looks or sounds crazy or gets easily misunderstood, that doesn’t 
knock him down, because he cares much more about doing what God has 
given him to do, out of love for God.  Paul’s life isn’t his, it’s for God.  Paul’s 
reputation can be up or down, it doesn’t matter, it’s all for God.

v.13 goes on, ‘…if we are in our right mind, it is for you.’  If Paul’s ministry and 
use of his gifts in the church is making sense to people, that’s great.  It’s not 
for him to get plaudits or a platform to be exalted on.  It’s for them, the church 
he loves.  The people he loves because Jesus loves them so much more.

vv.14-15 sum up Paul’s whole driving motive for life and how he lives it.  It’s 
the love that Jesus has for him and for the Church that spurs on everything 
he does.  Love that drove Jesus to the cross for our sake.  A love that gave 
up power and reputation, to be mocked and misunderstood, and gave up the 
last life-breath for our good.

Paul looks at that love of Jesus and says, ‘that death ends our old way of 
living life.  We died to it.  And just as Jesus gave up life for us, we give up our 
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lives and our attention on ourselves and how we’re perceived, to look at and 
love Jesus.  And to look at and love the family Jesus gives us.’

When we do that, of course it blesses others.  And of course it brings glory to 
God.  But the grace of God is so deep, that in every way that He calls us to 
sacrifice the self, it always brings us new freedom too.  When our heart is 
only for Jesus and for loving others well, it sets us free from the corrosive 
focus on ‘me and how others see me’ that ensnares so many people.

And the way to make that shift is to do as Paul does.  It’s to look at Jesus, 
and take time focusing on His love for you at the cross.  When you sit still and 
settle into that for any length of time, you find it transformative.  You find your 
eyes lifted to look beyond - to Jesus, and to others.  And it’s tremendously 
freeing.

What’s occupying most space in your heart?  Is it to do with you?  Others?  
Jesus?  How does that change when you ‘come to the cross’ again?

Paul is looking beyond this wearing out life and up to the eternal one God is 
giving him, and he’s looking beyond himself and his feelings in to the welfare 
of those around him and the glory of the Jesus who died for him.  One more 
way he looks beyond, and calls the church to look beyond, is to look out to 
the people who have not discovered yet what we have discovered.

He says in vv.16-17 that in Jesus our life has completely changed now.  We 
don’t look at anyone the way the world does.  The world looks at people and 
sees ‘how they compare to everyone else.’  It even does that with Jesus - ‘He 
was a good guy, yeah, one of the great moral teachers…’  We used to think 
and talk like that.  But not now.

Because we are new creations, Paul says in v.17.  The old you, the old life, 
the old way of thinking and talking and relating, is dead and gone.  The new 
you, the new way of being human, has come.  And it’s all come, v.18 says, 
through God’s gift to us of Jesus Christ.

vv.18-20 say God has given us two things that change everything about how 
we live  - He’s given us reconciliation with Him.  And He’s given us a ministry, 
a message, of reconciliation to share with others.  This is about discovering 
and sharing infinitely fuller life in Jesus.

In Jesus, we discover that though we were miles off from God, broken, sinful 
and wearing out in sin, self-concern, shame and falsehood; God wants us.  
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Like that awful feeling when two close friends fall out and know that 
dislocated feeling, that things-aren’t-as-they-should-be feeling, that ‘I really 
want to be reconciled with them but there’s too much pride to make the first 
move’ feeling - that’s where human beings are with God.

But instead of us swallowing our pride, Jesus poured Himself out in abject 
humility and died naked on a cross so that we could have that embrace from 
God that our hearts really desire.  God throws His arms out first, and throws 
them round us eternally.  There is reconciliation with God in Jesus.  A coming 
back together with God that fills us up, infinitely, and cannot be shaken.  A 
new life in His forever embrace.

v.21 puts it really fully and deeply in just a few words - ‘God made Him who 
had no sin to be sin for us…’  He loaded up all the sin and guilt that separated 
us from God on the shoulders of His perfect, innocent Jesus.  That Jesus 
would receive everything due to us for our unholiness, rebellion, godlessness, 
and sinful living - death and separation from God.

Jesus did that for our sakes - because you are that loved - and He did it ‘…so 
that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.’  So that we might 
receive everything due to Jesus for His holiness, faithfulness, walking in step 
with God and perfect living - infinitely full, eternal life and intimacy with God.

God gives us that reconciliation in Jesus.  But He also gives us the ministry of 
reconciliation (v.18); the message of reconciliation (v.19).  That what we have 
discovered in Jesus, He gives us to share with others too.  We are the 
mouthpiece of God to a world that doesn’t know Him.  His ambassadors, v.20 
says.  There’s a four word message God gives us to share, once we’ve 
experienced it ourselves - Be reconciled to God.

That’s short enough to remember, right?  And deep enough to provoke 
anyone you share that to all sorts of possible responses.  It could be 
challenge - ‘I never thought about needing to be reconciled to God, like there 
was a problem there…’  It could be encouragement - ‘There’s a way for me to 
be welcome with God?’

There’s lots of ways someone’s mind or conversation could go.  But only if we 
look beyond ourselves to share the message we’ve been given, and the life 
we’ve discovered, with people who have never been there before.

When we get to our holiday next week, I pray that God will help us all as a 
family to look beyond.  Beyond the tensions of the journey to the joy of the 
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destination.  Beyond myself and how I’m seen to the needs and blessing of 
the family I’m with.  Beyond just experiencing great things ourselves to 
sharing the message with others about how to enjoy it fully too.

And as we keep going as a church family together, I pray that God will help 
us all as a family to look beyond in the same ways.  And I’m confident that the 
more we focus as Paul does in this passage - on what God the Father has 
eternally given us in crucified and risen Jesus the Son, guaranteed to us with 
the deposit of the Holy Spirit - He will make us ever more able to look 
beyond.
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