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“Mortality”  II Cor. 5:20-6:10  Ash Wed. 2017 

 Before I became a pastor, I spent about 15 years as a youth director 

for Middle School and Sr. High kids.  Psychologists tell us that one of the 

key tasks of adolescence is coming to terms with our mortality.  I found that 

to be true.  Typically, kids believe that they are going to live forever, and 

that they can do most anything without suffering any consequences!  They 

have to learn to face the reality of death.  This often comes when they 

experience the death of someone they know, and are confronted with the 

awfulness and finality of death.  They also need to learn another aspect of 

mortality- that we have limits on what we can do as human being.  I often 

saw this when kids committed themselves to far more activities and 

responsibilities than they could possibly manage, and then ended up letting 

someone down when they couldn’t do everything they wanted to.  Mortal 

beings are bound by space and time and bodily needs like sleep, and 

therefore we have limits that must be respected.  Finally, mortal human 

beings have to come to terms with the reality of sin.  Sin is embedded 

deeply within us and is very difficult to control.  That’s why I appreciate the 

genius of Presbyterian government which inspired the government of the 

US.  It’s predicated on an understanding of human nature that takes sin 

seriously.  There are therefore built-in checks and balances on the use of 

power, which can otherwise be misused for selfish purposes. 
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 Coming to terms with our mortality involves dealing the inevitability of 

death, coming to terms with our limits, and with our sin.  Ash Wednesday is 

a Christian day that focuses on mortality.  One of the Scripture lessons in 

the lectionary for today is found in II Cor. 5.  Listen as I read, and note the 

connections with mortality. 

 20So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal 

through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.21For 

our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might 

become the righteousness of God. 

6As we work together with him, we urge you also not to accept the grace of 

God in vain. 2For he says, “At an acceptable time I have listened to you, 

and on a day of salvation I have helped you.” See, now is the acceptable 

time; see, now is the day of salvation! 3We are putting no obstacle in 

anyone’s way, so that no fault may be found with our ministry,4but as 

servants of God we have commended ourselves in every way: through 

great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, calamities, 5beatings, 

imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger; 6by purity, 

knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of spirit, genuine love, 7truthful 

speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the 

right hand and for the left; 8in honor and dishonor, in ill repute and good 

repute. We are treated as impostors, and yet are true; 9as unknown, and 
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yet are well known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as punished, and yet 

not killed; 10as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many 

rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing everything. (II Cor. 5:20-6:10) 

 In II Cor., the apostle Paul sees his ministry as one of reconciliation.  

God has reconciled us to himself through the life, death, and resurrection of 

his son, Jesus.  Now Paul is involved in a ministry of reconciliation, bringing 

people into peace with God and one another.  However, his mortality 

makes this work difficult.  Paul and his co-workers often experienced 

intense opposition to their work.  Read through the book of Acts and you’ll 

find many examples of this!  And in Corinth, a group of leaders, who Paul 

derisively calls “super apostles,” came in after he left- attacking Paul’s 

credentials as well as his message of grace through Christ alone. 

 In this passage, he points out that he has endured afflictions and 

hardships, calamities, beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless 

nights, & hunger.  These things take a real toll on human beings, and they 

took a toll on Paul.  However, Paul goes on to note that these things, and 

those who did them to Paul, did not defeat him.  He notes that he and his 

co-workers are still alive and even rejoicing, in the midst of their suffering.   

I appreciate the way the biblical writers like Paul deal with our 

mortality.  They acknowledge that these things- illness, opposition, sin, 
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limits and even death are part and parcel of our lot in this world.  Some 

other religions and some branches of Christianity, like the health and 

wealth teaching of some Pentecostals, deny this reality and preach that 

followers of Jesus don’t have to endure these things if they only have 

enough faith!  Some non-Christian religions teach similar things.  I, 

however, appreciate the realism of authentic Christian teaching.  We are 

mortal beings, but God is with us in our suffering and as we face the reality 

of death.  God took on mortality when he came to earth that first Christmas, 

so he understands our mortal weaknesses. 

I think it takes courage to face our mortality, and so Ash Wednesday 

may require more courage than any other day of the church year!  If you 

elect to receive ashes today, you will hear the words from Genesis 3, 

“Remember you are dust, and to dust you will return.”  To be honest, I don’t 

like to say those words.  Partly, it’s because I don’t like giving people bad 

news.  Partly, I don’t like the reminder that some of you may not be alive by 

this time next year.  And partly, I don’t like the reminder of my own 

mortality. 

But, thank God, Christian faith isn’t based on my feelings and 

preferences, or on yours!  We face our mortality straight-on, assured that 

God walks with us each and every day, and acknowledging our utter 

dependence on God to help and strengthen us as mortal beings. 


