2 Corinthians 13:11 11Finally, brothers, rejoice. Set things in order. Be encouraged. Agree with one another. Be at peace. And the God of love and peace will be with you.
These are absolutely awesome words. Do they sound familiar? I think that these words are the basis for the encouraging words we use at the end of a couple of our services just before the blessing. Again wonderful words, as I hope you will soon agree. But to get across their wonder, perhaps the best way to understand them is to first give you the historical background of the text. Our text is from 2 Corinthians written by the Apostle Paul under the verbal inspiration of the Holy Spirit. You note how I like to emphasize the verbal inspiration of the Biblical text? That’s because I want you to remember that these are God’s Words, God’s thoughts, God’s directions for our life. Not just Paul being “godly” but rather Paul being used by our God to get across to and share with us his divine thoughts. There are no errors here. There is no bending these words away from the marvel of God. They are God’s Words for our eternal good. That said, note that this epistle to the Corinthians needs to be grasped in the context of the whole of the Corinthian problem.

Corinth was an important city in the Roman province of Achaia, today known as Greece. It had a flourishing commerce that brought much wealth to the city and it was rather well know for its luxury and immorality. It was to this town that the Apostle Paul came to preach the message of the gospel during his second missionary journey. Paul spent 18 months establishing a Christian congregation in this town. When Paul left, there was a large, faithful congregation put into the hands of faithful Christian men.

Somewhere though, within the next 3 years numerous problems arose. The problems stemmed from other teachers who appeared on the scene. Teachers who foolishly and falsely split the congregation. Once the factions came into being it was only a matter of time before other evils crept in. Such is the result of false teachings from false prophets!
Let me summarize some of the problems that arose. Church discipline was neglected which allowed sin to flourish. Even a case of incest was accepted. Numerous court cases turned up among the congregation members. Other forms of immorality soon followed. The Lord's Supper was abused as well as the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Finally, even the horror of denying the resurrection of Jesus was allowed to exist.

All of these problems, when brought to the attention of Paul were firmly and soundly dealt with in the first letter to the Corinthians. That letter, as you might guess, was an exercise in loving, Christian discipline. That letter was not without its effects.

The problem was that the effects were both good and bad. It was good in its effect because many of the abuses were definitely put to an end. The bad effect was that a minority of the congregation grew in their prejudice and bitterness against Paul. That’s because they didn’t like that Paul told them they were sinners and wrong! All of this lead to Paul penning what we now call the Second Epistle to the Corinthians.

The flavor of this letter is perhaps best summed up by Luther. He wrote in his introduction to 2nd. Cor.: "In the first epistle, St. Paul rebuked the Corinthians severely for many things, pouring sharp wine into their wounds and frightening them. But an apostle should be a preacher of comfort, to raise up terrified and fearful consciences, rather than frighten them. Therefore in this epistle he praises them once more and pours oil into their wounds. He shows himself wonderfully kind to them and bids them to receive the (repentant) sinner (s) back with love..."
It is in this context that our words before us can be understood. They were meant to be words of encouragement in Christian faith and life. They were words given to summarize what Christ had taught and how Christians should live. They are Paul's closing words for this letter, words which really are WORDS TO LIVE BY! That will be our theme for today.

What do these words say? Paul says first, "Rejoice.” A rather simple word. There would be those who say that in the context of the end of a letter like this this word could be and should be translated: “Goodbye.” But honestly, I like that that EHV translates the base meaning of this word: rejoice. There was much to rejoice over. These struggling believers have been reminded of the wonder of Jesus, the forgiveness of sins and the promise of eternal life. These now repentant believers have come to understand God’s grace and love for them as they practice and work at following the Lord because of his salvation. The first word is simple. Rejoice in what you have and are given in Jesus!

Then comes Pauls second word. Yes, in many cases these are single words in the imperative voice, which is the voice of command or encouragement. Paul says, “Set things in order.” Again I have to confess my appreciation for the EHV translation. The NIV84 had, “Aim for perfection.” Other ways to translate this word would be "become completely adequate, become fully qualified," and "be found in proper condition." There is no doubt that this word speaks about our goal, our aim, what our desire is to be for, namely being found adequate, qualified, or with proper condition of faith.

Now while it is true that we are considered “perfect” before our God and Lord on account of the forgiveness of sins found in Jesus and while it is true that in Jesus we could claim before our Heavenly Father that perfection, Paul is speaking to people living and struggling with faith issues. Our struggle is then “to set things in order.” To work at understanding the gift of Jesus and how to apply that gift to our lives and the struggles we face in this world. There are many who call themselves Christian who need to think on these words.
In this regard I would direct your attention to Ephesians 4:11-15. I think this section is really an explanation of the idea of this word. Ephesians says, “He himself gave the apostles, as well as the prophets, as well as the evangelists, as well as the pastors and teachers, for the purpose of training the saints for the work of serving, in order to build up the body of Christ. This is to continue until we all reach unity in the faith and knowledge of the Son of god, resulting in a mature man with a stature reaching to the measure of the fullness of Christ. The goal is that we would no longer be little children, tossed by the waves and blown around by every wind of teaching, when people use tricks and invent clever ways to lead us astray. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we would in all things grow up into Christ, who is the head.” Making sure our faith and understanding of this faith is set in order, is clearly the intent of this word. Paul is telling us to keep our faith strong and sharp by making sure that Jesus, His Words and His work are the very aim and goal of our life.

Next Paul says, "Be encouraged." Again in the Greek text you are dealing with only one word. The word means to encourage or to counsel in either a verbal or non-verbal way. Acts 13 shares that when Paul was in Pisidian Antioch the leaders of the synagogue invited them saying, "Gentlemen, brothers, if you have a word of encouragement for the people, say it."  We are dealing with the same word in our text.

What awesome progression. Paul has already reminded us to rejoice and set to order our faith in Jesus Christ. Now Paul is instructing us on how to do that: through encouragement. Listen to Scripture explain what that  means. In 1 Thessalonians 3:2 Paul speaks of how encouragement was done: "We sent Timothy, our brother and coworker for God in the gospel of Christ. We sent him to strengthen and encourage you in your faith." In chapter 4 of the same book Paul says, using the same word before us, "Therefore encourage one another with these words." Paul had just finished speaking of the coming of the Lord and how each believer will be with the Lord forever. He says, "Encourage with these words."

There is also Hebrews 10:25, "Let us not neglect meeting together, as some have the habit of doing. Rather, let us encourage each other, and all the more as you see the Day approaching."  We Christians encourage one another through the message of Jesus Christ. We encourage each other by reading, studying, sharing, and mutually believing in the Word of God. In other words, not only do we focus on Jesus as the goal of our life, we talk about that goal with each other. We remind each other of the precious gift of the Savior who died and rose that we might have the gift of eternal life. What is more encouraging than that?

Now Paul says, "Agree with one another." Here there are actually three words in the Greek which could be translated simply, "Think the same." But the words here have more thrust than just that. The verb here has a natural emphasis on the attitude of thinking. Not only does it stress that you are to think in a particular manner, but it also tells you that serious consideration is to be given to this way of thinking. The question is, "What way of thinking?"

For the answer we turn to Philippians 2:1-5, "So if there is any encouragement in Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any affection and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like minded, have the same love, being united in spirit and having one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or empty conceit, but in humility consider one another better than yourselves. Let each of you look carefully not only to your own interests, but also to the interest of others. Indeed, let this attitude be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus." If you look at the very sequence of what Paul says in our text it could be summed up in this way, "Find Christ, know Christ, imitate Christ." This is to be our attitude. This is to be the very way we think. We are to be of the same mind as Jesus.

Finally consider Paul's last word to us, "Be at peace."  The word here simply means, "live in peace with others, behave peacefully." The very scope of this phrase is evident, but let's consider a few passages.  Romans 12:17-18 says, "Do not pay anyone back evil for evil. Focus on those things that everyone consider noble. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, maintain peace with everybody." In Romans 14:17-19 we read, "For the kingdom of God does not consist of eating and drinking, but of righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. Certainly a person who serves Christ in this way is pleasing God and has the approval of people. Consequently, let us pursue those things that lead to peace and building up one another." Our words of encouragement today say to us, "Find Christ, know Christ, imitate Christ, and now, live as Christ Jesus with everybody." Truly our text is filled with Words to live by.

As you listened to those words and what they meant how did you and your life stack up? Do you have that joy of Jesus? Have you got your faith set in order in Jesus? Do you let the Lord and Savior of us all be your guide and light in everything? Would people see in you a reflection of Jesus? Would people say of you, ‘Now there is a Christian of the highest caliber?

Let’s strive to make these words the motto of our life. Let’s do this not because we have to but rather because we realize the great gift that we have in Jesus our Savior. He gave his all for us. He made everything possible for us. He has made us his children and heirs of eternal life. To follow the words of our text is to follow Jesus. We end this way: Go in peace. Live in harmony with one another. Serve the Lord with gladness. God help us in this. Amen.
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