New Year’s 2026

“All Things New”

2 Corinthians 5:17
Another year has passed. We are on the brink of a new year: 2026.

Why do we call the new year 2026? Our calendar is based on the birth of Christ. Many think that “bc” stands for “before Christ” and “ad” stands for “after death.” The first identification is correct; the second is not. “bc” does stand for “before Christ,” but “ad” represents the Latin Anno Domini, or “the year of our Lord.” Therefore ad 2026 represents 2,026 years since the birth of Christ. (In fact, the calculations were off a few years; Jesus was actually born in about 4 bc as we know it now.)

I am among those who believe there is something really magical about a new year. The word “new” is such an encouraging word, such a hopeful word. It speaks of fresh beginnings, fresh opportunities, and fresh possibilities—like those to be found in a new year.
 When midnight strikes on January 1, a new year lies before us that we haven’t messed up yet!
Some folks will make New Year’s Resolutions, goals and objectives they promise to achieve (or at least try to achieve) in the new year. I, however, find myself agreeing with the one who said, “I have for some years past left off making good resolutions on New Year’s Eve because I’ve long since discovered that although the year and the resolutions may be new, I myself am not.”

If you think the same way, I have good news: God offers us something better than resolutions. He offers us what the Bible calls a new creation. Not a new resolution, which is what we do, but a new creation, which is what He does. My text for this evening is just one verse: 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” John Stott stated, “I think that is the most dramatic verse in the whole New Testament.”
 I think it is very fitting as we consider a new year.

Yet just as the person quoted above found that New Year’s resolutions failed due to a lack of newness in themselves, so Paul’s joyful proclamation in 2 Corinthians 5:17 expresses a conviction that seems all too frequently contradicted by our experience. We agree that life in Christ produces a new kind of living but are embarrassed to find so little difference between our actual living and the lives of those who make no such claims. We rejoice in the forgiveness of God for our sinfulness and then recognize how our living often fails to convey this reality to others. So we wonder, “Why the old when the new is come? Why are these things still with us, if it is true that ‘the old has gone’ and ‘the new has come’?” How do we understand this tension between our belief and our behavior?

That is my goal this evening. I want to examine that phrase, “new creation”, to develop the ideas of “the old has gone, the new has come,” and then return to the first phrase to see what it means to be “in Christ.”

The New Creation

The core of the verse is seen in the phrase, “he is a new creation.” The Greek term translated, “new” is a word that means “new in quality, not just in sequence.”
 This does not mean a fresh start with the same old you. That was the problem identified earlier with New Year’s Resolutions—new year, old me. This promises something totally new.

Jesus said in John 3:3, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” The phrase “born again” is virtually the same as “new creation” in 2 Corinthians. There is no difference between being reborn and being recreated. When God puts life, His life into us, when the Holy Spirit comes to dwell in the inner resources of our human personality, when God gives us a new heart and we emerge a newborn, recreated person, that is what is meant by the new creation.

There's more to it, though. Most people do not realize that Paul is alluding to a very important Old Testament passage, Isaiah 65:17: “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.” Peter writes of this in 2 Peter 3:13, “But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.” In Revelation 21:1 John records the future fulfillment of this: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away.” In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul applies this imagery to the redeemed believer, indicating the transformation that God designed to take place when a believer trusts in Jesus Christ. When Christ invades a life, He performs a miraculous act of re-creation, like the extreme makeover of creation itself that He will perform at the Second Coming. He brings into being something new.
 Though we await the ultimate fulfillment in the future, meanwhile it is present in the hearts of all who, though still in this world, have already become by God’s grace members of the world to come.
 This tension between the “already” and the “not yet” is crucial in understanding this verse. As we will see spelled out in a moment, something has already started in our lives when we commit ourselves to Christ. But that something is not yet reached its ultimate fulfillment, and won’t until we are with Christ in glory.

This leads to an important conclusion drawn by J. Vernon McGee, “Do not try to base your confidence on experience [or emotions, I would add]. You are a new creation because Jesus says so. The basis is the Word of God.”
 There will be times when we do not feel like a new creation in Christ. We will look at our experiences and wonder if we were ever truly saved. That is where the facts of Scripture must override the feelings of subjectivity. John writes in 1 John 3:19-20, “This then is how we know that we belong to the truth, and how we set our hearts at rest in his presence whenever our hearts condemn us. For God is greater than our hearts, and he knows everything.”
Don’t trust your heart or your experience or those accusations of the enemy. Trust God and His Word. He said you are a new creation in Christ; therefore it is true.

The Next Consequences

What are the next consequences of that truth? Paul goes on to write in verse 17, “the old has gone, the new has come.” Let’s look closely at each phrase.

“The old has gone.” The old what? I still look the same. I have the same old temperament, the same old personality with the same identity. None of those have changed. I am still the same person.
 Nor does this mean living “happily ever after” or a trouble-free existence in this life. The new creation in no way immunizes people from life’s problems or pain.
 Nor does it erase the earthly consequences of our past actions. 

This phrase does mean that my sin has been forgiven. My alienation from God is gone. My guilt and shame are gone.
 As Rick Warren put it, “We are products of our past, but we don’t have to be prisoners of it.”

This phrase also means that the power sin had over me is broken. Paul put it this way in Romans 6:5-13,

If we have been united with him like this in his death, we will certainly also be united with him in his resurrection. For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body of sin might be done away with [or be rendered powerless], that we should no longer be slaves to sin—because anyone who has died has been freed from sin. 

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. For we know that since Christ was raised from the dead, he cannot die again; death no longer has mastery over him. The death he died, he died to sin once for all; but the life he lives, he lives to God. 

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.
Being a new creation in Christ does not mean we will never be tempted to sin or have the ability to sin. What it means is that when we are tempted to sin, we don’t have to do it! Before coming to Christ we were slaves to sin. Maybe you prefer the word addict. We just couldn’t resist it. But in Christ, that old way of living is gone.

When Paul declares that for the Christian old things have passed away, the Greek tense of the verb (aorist) points back to a definite moment or event, the experience of the new birth. It is then that the old things assume the character of pastness.

We often talk about free will, and I absolutely believe in the power of choice. Yet sin enslaves us, so our will is not as free as it could be. Being in Christ changes all that.

“The new has come.” There is nothing cosmetic about this phrase. Believers in Christ have not just turned over a new leaf. They have not simply managed to carry out a New Year’s resolution past February. Nor have they been brainwashed into some kind of cultish lifestyle in which their every move is determined by some guru on high. Rather, they are truly changed from within—transformed!

Once again, the verb tense in the original language is crucial. In the phrase, “the old has gone,” the verb tense was aorist, something that had been accomplished in the past. In the phrase, “the new has come,” the Greek verb is in the perfect tense, indicating a past act with continuing results in the present.
 The old has gone—past tense—and the new has come—present tense—with the sense that the new things will continue to be new; for the newness of God’s new creation is not a newness that in course of time fades and grows old and outdated; it is a newness that is eternally new.

God’s redeeming love in Christ has reclaimed us for relationship with our Creator. In this relationship we are free from the bondage to sin that characterized us while alienated from God. But this relationship does not automatically remove us from the influence of sin’s reality that surrounds us in all arenas of life.

For Paul, “the old” which has gone is the condition of alienation from God and its bondage to sin. “The new” which has come is our relationship with God in Christ, a relationship which empowers us for a kind of living in which the continuing reality of sin can be overcome again and again. To be a “new creation” is not to be perfect or faultless, or immune from anger and pain, or insulated from the tough experiences of life. Rather, to be a “new creation” is to live life turned toward the God whose grace has reclaimed us in Christ.

I’m not suggesting that if you commit to Christ tonight, you’re going to become perfect in the twinkling of an eye, because the result of birth is a baby, not a fully-grown adult. And if you are in Christ and become a new creation, experience a new birth, you’ll be a spiritual baby—very weak, very frail, very uncertain of yourself. You may not have any spectacular experience at the beginning. You emerge as a baby and then you grow gradually.
 As Peter instructed in 1 Peter 2:2-3, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.” Christian maturity is a process, just like physical maturity is.
The Necessary Condition

For any of this to take place, however, there must first be the necessary condition met. That condition is set at the beginning of 2 Corinthians 5:17, “if anyone is in Christ…” The first word that jumps off the page is “anyone.” This is a statement of universal application. No body is excluded from the possibility of this change.
 The old phrase was, “whosoever will may come.” That means everyone is invited. As Kent Hughes puts it, “This is the biography of every Christian!”
 

But what does it mean to be “in Christ”? This has been variously interpreted: to belong to Christ; to live in the sphere of Christ’s power; to be united to Christ; and to be a member of the Christian community through baptism.
 In short, the expression “in Christ” sums up as briefly and as profoundly as possible the inexhaustible significance of our redemption.
 It is something that God does for us; we cannot do it ourselves. In fact, the Greek is explosive, “Therefore, if anyone in Christ (boom!) new creation.”
 (That’s from the John Madden Version.) 

In order to become the new creation, though, we must be in Christ. That is the necessary condition that must be met. You see, it’s not enough that Jesus came live, died, and rose again. These historical facts don’t make us Christian. It’s not enough to believe the creed, to go to church, to lead an upright life, to say prayers. We’ve got to be in Christ. And that means to be united to Jesus Christ as a limb is united to the body or a branch is united to the tree. The New Testament definition of a Christian is not a churchgoer, not a decent, upright person, although those things are important in their place. The New Testament definition of a Christian is that he (or she) is in Christ. And the way to become united to Christ is to come to Him and to commit yourself to Him unreservedly all you have and all you are. To kneel at the foot of the cross to put your trust in Him who died for you and rose again, to ask Him to be your personal Savior and your personal Lord, to follow in His footsteps and become like Him. And you’ll find that you’re in Christ.

Yes, we are about to embark upon a new year. You may have made plans, goal, objectives, or even New Year’s Resolutions for the next twelve months. Those are fine and well, but how much better to enter the new year as a new you? Understand what it means to be “in Christ” and enjoy the newness of life that only He brings.
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