
Good Friday Sermon: 2 Corinthians 5:21: Christ made ‘to be sin’ 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Today for our Good Friday meditation we want to try and penetrate the mystery of what 

Luther calls the greatest words in the Bible from Matthew 27:45-46, ‘Now from the sixth 

hour there was darkness over all the land until the ninth hour. 46 And about the ninth hour 

Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, "Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?" that is, "My God, my 

God, why have you forsaken me?"’  What was happening that the sky was darkened by 

God; how could the eternal Son who had enjoyed unbroken fellowship with the Father cry 

out about the Father forsaking Him?  Paul gives us some insight into what is happening here 

in 2 Corinthians 5:21, which is the verse we are wanting to exposit this morning, ‘For our 

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

righteousness of God.’  Notice that there are three parties mentioned in this verse, there is 

us sinful believers, there is God the Father, and there is Jesus.  We have an explanation 

here of Christ’s cry of dereliction and the darkened skies.  Christ was being made ‘to be sin.’  

When we seek an answer to the question, ‘Why?’ we see the words, ‘for our sake.’  Let’s 

look more closely at the words of 2 Cor. 5:21. 

 

That God made 

 

When we are watching Christ die on the cross, we are not watching the triumph of satan 

who was able to orchestrate Christ’s betrayal by Judas and frustrate the plans of God.  

Neither are we watching the free wills of men like Pilate and the Sanhedrin determine 

history and wrest the future out of God’s hands and write it themselves.  We are watching 

the eternal plan of God in action, we see this is Paul’s words, ‘He made….’  In other words, 

the Father made….  We are not watching a chance tragedy but God doing something very 

deliberately.   

 

Who God made 

 

It says, God ‘made Him to be made sin.’  Christ is the object of God’s action.  Who is He?  

He is the sinless one, the second person of the Trinity whose very nature revolts at sin.  He 

is the one who was born of a virgin and though fully human and part of Adam’s race was 

miraculously kept from sin by the power of the Holy Spirit.  He lived a perfect human life 

and never sinned once, he ‘knew no sin.’  He was the spotless lamb of God and the one who 

was under God’s knife, ‘for our sake.’   



What God made 

 

We know that God was acting as a judge, the dark sky symbolizes His divine displeasure.  

We know that Christ was suffering the punishment of sin and is cast off by God.  But here 

Paul investigates the mechanics of that moment, he opens up the hood and illuminates what 

God is doing.  God was making Jesus to be made sin.  There have been some serious 

misunderstandings of this statement.  There have been those who have stated that Christ 

was turned into the nature of satan, that He experienced a nature change on the cross.  

Others have toned it down but still speak in terms of nature change and say that Christ was 

given a sinful nature just like us.  I hope we can all agree that this cannot be what Paul 

meant by Christ being made sin.  Christ necessarily had to spotless in order to be our 

sacrifice for sin.  If Christ was sinful He could not be our priest nor our sacrifice.  

 

This presents us with a problem, for Christ necessarily knew no sin and now had to become 

sin.  How could He be made sin without disqualifying Him from being our saviour and 

violating His very nature?  Christ was made to be sin in the same way that we have been 

made to be righteous.  It was not the nature of sin but the guilt of sin that was put upon 

Christ.  A criminal record not a criminal’s nature was imputed not infused into Him.   

 

Paul Helm, the Reformed Anglican, philosopher theologian in one of his blogposts writes,  

‘Suppose that a person has a child, becomes a mother or a father. As a consequence 

someone else becomes a grandparent, a grandfather or grandmother. What sort of a 

change is that of becoming a grandmother? It’s a different sort of change than that which 

occurs when, giving birth, the wife becomes a mother; or, learning of the birth, the 

grandfather reaches into his pocket and buys the newborn baby a gift. 

 

Or suppose a person comes to weigh less than his friend simply by virtue of the fact that his 

friend has put on weight, while his own weight has not changed. That’s a different sort of 

change than coming to weigh less by dieting. Without doing anything, the person has 

changed. We can say that the person is reckoned to be lighter in weight by virtue of 

something purely ‘external’ to him, to the fact that his friend has become inherently heavier. 

By the action of another, by a woman giving birth, and by nothing else, her father has been 

changed, he has become a grandfather. By the action of another, by his friend putting on 

weight, and by nothing else, a person has been changed, he has come to weigh less than 

his friend. Here we have a good guide what is an inherent change – becoming a mother, 

putting on weight, are good examples - and what is an ‘external’ change - becoming lighter 

than the friend, becoming a grandparent. Something we might say is that the ‘external’ 

change is ‘purely relational’. It is in virtue of someone’s relation to another person, and no 

other fact, that he may be said to have changed, to have become lighter, to have become a 

grandparent. But in the case of ‘inherent’ change – such as becoming pregnant and giving 

birth, putting on weight - something other than a relation.’  

 

Christ has become a sinner by an external addition of our guilt but with no change to His 

essential nature as man or God. 

 



So then as we view the sky darkening and Christ’s crying out we are seeing the results of 

our very real guilt being placed upon Christ’s shoulders.  He was experiencing a change in 

legal status from Son to criminal and being treated accordingly.  He died in payment for it 

absorbing all the wrath of God that my sins deserved and paid for them in full, the words, ‘it 

is finished’ bear witness to this.   

 

Why God made 

 

So far we have observed the traffic flowing only in one direction.  We have seen our criminal 

status and sin being imputed/reckoned/attributed to Christ.  However Paul has more to tell 

us, ‘so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God.’  Now that we have seen 

how it is possible to be a sinner and holy at the same time in Christ we now need to see 

how we can be holy and a sinner at the same time.  Luther discovered this important truth 

and summed it up in a Latin phrase, Simil Justus Et Peccator, this means that we are 

simultaneously righteous and sinner.  Christ was righteous by nature and a sinner by 

imputation, we are the reverse, we are a sinner by nature and receive a righteousness in the 

same way that Jesus received our sin, externally but really.  He was righteous and had sin 

added to Him, we are sinners and have righteousness added to us.  Just as Jesus was not 

made a sinner by nature but only by an imputed guilt, and was thereby pronounced guilty. 

Likewise we are not declared righteous by virtue of a change in our natures but by a change 

in legal status.  Just as our sin was counted as His and He was punished so His 

righteousness is counted as ours and we are saved.  Luther called this exchange of sin for 

righteousness the Great/Marvellous Exchange.  Thomas Brooks captures this exchange 

when he writes on our behalf as if we were talking to Christ.  ‘I am Thy sin, and Thou art 

my righteousness; I am Thy curse and Thou art my blessing; I am Thy death and Thou art 

my life; I am the wrath of God to Thee, and Thou art the love of God to me; I am Thy hell, 

and Thou art my heaven.’  This is the great mystery of Christianity.  If you can understand 

how Christ became sin and yet was still righteous then you can understand how you are 

righteous and yet still a sinner.   

 

You are not sinner or saint, but sinner and saint because Christ was holy and sin at the 

same time, but not in the same way.  In this way God’s requirements of being holy as He is 

holy are fulfilled even while we are still sinners.  The declaration of righteousness is not the 

description of something that is ours but something that is Christ’s.  We are being made 

new, we are putting away sin but we are far from perfection and will not attain to it until we 

are glorified and our sinful natures are removed, but our righteousness is not resident within 

ourselves nor does it depend upon anything we do.  We are justified by another’s imputed 

righteousness just as Christ was condemned by another’s imputed sin.  There is therefore 

now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus because He has taken all the 

condemnation upon Himself.  There is no more punishment left to be poured out upon our 

sins because Christ drank it all for us.   

 

How God made 

 



There is one last piece we must examine, and it deals with the how question.  We must pay 

attention to the words ‘in Him.’  Righteousness is not extracted from Christ like blood and 

transfused into us.  The mechanics of how it all works is not by Christ losing something from 

Himself, or us gaining anything new.  Instead it comes by our union with Him whereby we 

are considered in Him.  Righteousness is not put upon us as much as we are put into Christ.  

This is an important perspective to have because when God deals with us He does not deal 

with us as individuals but through our head/representative.  We are always and inseparably 

found righteousness in the eternal and never dying Righteous One, Jesus Christ.   

 

We call Good Friday good because it is good for us.  Christ who knew no sin became sin so 

that we who are sin might be seen without sin.             


