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II Cor 3……...………………………………………………………………Read vv 1-18

Before starting I'd like to acknowledge the help of William Barclay, The Life Application

Bible Commentary, and The Holman New Testament Commentary.

As we look at chapter 3 of II Corinthians we need to remember that the original

autographs did not have chapter and verse divisions.  Sometimes we miss the fact the

individual verses and chapters are very much related to the preceding and following verses

and chapters.  We must always look for that larger context.  That is the case with chapter 3.

It is very related to what has come before and what follows.  Paul had planted the church at

Corinth on his second missionary journey a few years before he wrote this epistle.  There

were people in Corinth who were alleging that Paul talked too much about himself.  They

also said he lacked the normal letters of recommendation that early church leaders often

carried from those in authority.  The chapter begins with Paul's thoughts about this.

I read of a pastor who was making a hospital visit to one of his parishioners who had been

involved in an auto accident.  She was in casts over most of her body.  She was in pain and

drowsy from medication.  As the pastor stood by the bed another church member entered

the room.

She said, "Oh my, you look just awful.  I'm sure you're in a lot of pain.  Why just this

morning I stubbed my little toe when I got up.  Can you imagine how much that hurt?  Well,

it's all black and blue now; I might even lose the nail… Wanna see?"  She took off her shoe

and began to wave the toe around in the injured woman's face.  The woman in the bed tried

to be polite, but her visitor went on and on.  Finally she turned to the pastor and said, "Get

this self-centered person away from me."

This woman saw her friend suffering but still could not talk about anything but herself.

This is how some of the people at Corinth were thinking about Paul.  He seemed to talk

about himself a lot.

Paul answered that he honored Christ, not himself.

Paul begins talking about his ministry in chapter  v 12.  He talks about ministry at Troas,

finding Titus and going to Macedonia.

In v 17 in the NAS he says, For we are not like many, peddling the word of God, but as

from sincerity, but as from God, we speak in Christ in the sight of God.1

Paul anticipated that he had no need to commend himself.  Christ had already honored
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him by making him a minister of the new covenant.

Paul begins v 1 by asking two questions:

First: Is he beginning to commend himself again?

This seems to indicate that Paul's enemies had accused him of boasting in his earlier visits.

They saw his joy in ministry as an example of his arrogance.

In vv 1-6 Paul argues strongly against this accusation.

Second, he continues by asking the question, "Is my credibility so low among you that I

need like some others letters of recommendation to you?"

Behind this question lies a custom that was common in Paul's world—the custom of

sending letters of commendation.  If someone was going to a strange community a friend of

his who knew someone in that community would give him a letter of commendation to

introduce him and to testify to his character.

There are at least two examples of this custom in the  NT.  In Romans 16 vv 1-2 Paul

commends Phoebe to the church at Rome.

We read,

1 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a servant of the church which is at
Cenchrea;
2 that you receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and that you
help her in whatever matter she may have need of you; for she herself has also
been a helper of many, and of myself as well.2

We see the following in these verses:

• Paul commends or recommends Phoebe to the Christians at Rome.

                                                                                                                                                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 2 Co 2:17 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ro 16:1 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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• He states something about her character:

a. She is a servant of the church.

b. She has been a helper of Paul and others.

• He asks them to receive her and help her in her needs.

Paul's letter to Philemon is in many ways a letter of recommendation to Philemon on

behalf of Onesimus.  He had been a slave of Philemon, apparently stole from him and fled.

In God's sovereignty Onesimus found Christ through Paul's ministry.  Now Paul is sending

him back to be reconciled.  The letter is a touching opening of Paul's heart to implore

Philemon to forgive and embrace Onesimus as a brother in the Lord.

Barclay prints such a letter written on papyrus and found in the dry sands of the east:

It reads,

To Julius Domitius, military tribune of the legion, from Aurelius Archelaus,

his beneficiarius, greeting. I have already before this recommended to you

Theon, my friend, and now also, I ask you, sir, to have him before your eyes as

you would myself. For he is a man such as to deserve to be loved by you, for

he left his own people, his goods and his business and followed me, and

through all things he has kept me safe. I therefore pray you that he may have

the right to come and see you. He can tell you everything about our

business...I have loved the man...I wish you, sir, great happiness and long life

with your family and good health. Have this letter before your eyes and let it

make you think that I am speaking to you. Farewell.

This was the kind of letter or reference Paul was thinking of.  Often a traveling evangelist

or Christian would take a letter like this in order to introduce himself to the congregation he

was going to.

Paul himself carried letters from the Jewish authorities when he went to persecute the

Christians at Damascus.

Now Paul makes a great claim.  Not only does he not need letters of introduction, but he
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says, "You all are my letters of recommendation."

"Your changed lives are recommendation enough."  v 2 says You are our letter, written in

our hearts, known and read by all men3.

As an evangelist and church planter, Paul's life was intimately intertwined with their

lives.  Anything the Corinthians did would also reflect on Paul and his ministry and vice

versa.  Our converts and disciples will be intimately written upon our hearts.  They will be

like spiritual children to us.  Our greatest joy will be to see them as the apostle John says,

walking in the truth.

Paul had birthed this church.  He had led them to Christ.  He had disciplined them.  He

had poured his life into them with great zeal.

He was like a nursing mother to them.

Truly they were his letter written on his heart.

What a challenge for us.  Are we winning people to Christ?  Are we disciplining them into

Christlikeness?  Are we pouring our lives into them?

There is a great truth in this passage for each of us.  Each of us who have accepted Christ

as savior is an open letter for Jesus Christ.  Every Christian whether he or she likes it or not is

an advertisement for Christianity.  The honor of Christ is in the hands of his followers.

Like it or not men and women judge Christ by His followers.

Someone declared that the greatest handicap the church has is the unsatisfactory living of

professing Christians.  When you and I go out into the world we have the awe-inspiring

responsibility of being open letters, advertisements for Christ and his church.

How is your life reflecting on Jesus Christ?  Will anyone be tempted to come to

Christianity by the advertising of your living?

An unknown author has written:

There’s a sweet old story translated for me,

But writ in the long, long ago-

The Gospel according to Mark, Luke, and John-

Of Christ and His mission below.

You are writing a gospel, a chapter each day,

                                                          
3New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, 2 Co 3:2 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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By deed that you do, by words that you say.

Men read what you write, whether faithless or true,

Say, what is the gospel according to you?

Men read and admire the gospel of Christ,

With its love so unfailing and true;

But what do they say, and what do they think

Of the gospel according to you?

‘Tis a wonderful story, the gospel of love,

As it shines in the Christ-life divine,

And oh, that its truth might be told again

In the story of your life and mine!

Unselfish mirrors in every scene,

Love blossoms on every sod,

And back from its vision the heart comes to tell

The wonderful goodness of God.

You are writing each day a letter to men;

Take care that the writing is true.

‘ Tis the only gospel some men will read,

That gospel according to you.

Our lives are advertisements for Christ.  We may be the only bible some people read.

Let's live our lives in such a way that they reflect honor and glory to the great God that we

serve.

Paul declares in v 3 that the Corinthians were a letter of Christ.  This emphasizes that

Paul's authority as an apostle came from Christ.

Here Paul is asserting a great truth which he will enlarge on in vv 4-6… That truth is that

though Paul birthed them and cared for them it was never about him.  Truly Paul says it was

about Christ.  Paul was divinely called to work with the Corinthians.  In contrast to the false

teachers Paul says he was called and empowered by Christ.
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Paul says he didn't write the letter on their hearts; God the Holy Spirit did.  Paul tells the

Ephesians and us that the Holy Spirit has sealed us.  The Holy Spirit has been given to us as a

pledge or guarantee of our eternal inheritance.

Paul compares the work of the Holy Spirit on our hearts to the words of the Mosaic law

written on tablets of stone.  Paul says the Spirit's work written on the hearts and lives of the

believers at Corinth are far superior to any kind of writing, be it a church's writing of a letter

of recommendation or even God's writing etched on stone tablets.

Paul is referring to the prophet Ezekiel when he talks about writing on tablets of human

hearts.

We read in Ezekiel 36:26-27:

26 “Moreover, I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and
I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.
27 “I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and
you will be careful to observe My ordinances.4

Paul is declaring to the Corinthians that the day Ezekiel had predicted had come.  The

Holy Spirit was writing God's law on their hearts and changing them on the inside.  The new

covenant of which Ezekiel spoke was the gospel Paul was preaching.

The NIV translates vv 4-5:

4 Such confidence as this is ours through Christ before God. 5 Not that we

are competent in ourselves to claim anything for ourselves, but our

competence comes from God.

Paul did not want to have anything to do with vain boasting.  He makes this clear in

chapter 3 v1, chapter 5 v 12 and in chapter 10 v 18.

Yet he expressed confidence and assurance.

In v 4 he says his confidence came through Christ.  In chapter 10 v 18 he says his

commendation comes from the Lord.

This confidence did not come through his own strength or eloquence, but because God

                                                          
4New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eze 36:25 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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through Christ had commissioned him as an apostle on the Damascus Road.

Paul declares that contrary to his opponents at Corinth his strength came from Christ.

Paul refused to boast in himself.  Instead he boasted in Christ's strength which had

become evident through his weakness.

The Life Application Bible Commentary had this to say:

Paul was not boasting; he gave God the credit for all his accomplishments.

The false teachers boasted of their own power and prestige, but Paul expressed

his humility before God.  No one is adequate without God's help.  No one is

competent to carry out the responsibilities of God's calling on his or her own

strength.  Without the Holy Spirit's enabling, natural talent can carry a person

only so far.  To test your attitude, ask yourself—when your ministry starts

succeeding—who is getting the credit: you or Christ?

End of quotation

You and I must always remember as Paul reminds us, "It's never about us.  The power

comes from God the Holy Spirit."

If you and I will get out of His way He will be glad to work in a powerful way through us.

If we proudly try to serve Him in our own strength we will always fail.

It's never about us; it's about Christ and the Holy Spirit.

In vv 6-11 Paul contrasts the old and new covenants.

The end of v 6 says in the NIV, "…for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life"

The letter refers to the OT scriptures—the summary of the law of Moses.

Following the law did not lead to salvation.  The law only pointed out people's sin which

ultimately leads to death.

Paul writes in Romans 3:19-20:

19 Now we know that whatever the Law says, it speaks to those who are
under the Law, so that every mouth may be closed and all the world may become
accountable to God;
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20 because by the works of the Law no flesh will be justified in His sight; for
through the Law comes the knowledge of sin.5

Following the law will lead to death.  Only by believing in the Lord Jesus Christ can a

person receive eternal life through the Holy Spirit.

The moral law points out sin and shows people how to obey God, but forgiveness comes

only through the grace and mercy of Christ.  Paul contrasts the old and new covenants in vv

7 through 11.

Barclay points out that the old covenant was deadly, because it killed:

(a) It killed hope.

…like the person who is ordered to dig a ditch for a day and then ordered to fill it in the

next day.

The law killed hope.  There was never any hope that any man could keep it; human

nature being what it is.  It therefore could issue in nothing but frustration.

(b) It killed life.

Under the law a man could only earn condemnation, and condemnation meant death.

(c) It killed strength.

It was perfectly able to tell a man what to do, but it could not help him do it.

The new covenant was quite different:

(a) It was a relationship of love.

It came into being because God so loved the world that He gave His son.

                                                          
5New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Ro 3:18 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).



9

(b) It was a relationship between a father and his sons.

Man was no longer the criminal in the dock; he was the son of God, even if a disobedient

son.

(c) It changed a man's life, not by imposing a new code of laws on him, but by changing

his heart.

(d) It not only told a man what to do but gave him strength to do it.

With its commandments it brought power.

Paul continues to contrast the two covenants.  The old was born in glory.  Moses' face

shown so brightly that no one could look at it.  That was a passing splendor.  Moses' face

returned to normal after a while.  It could not last like the new covenant.  The new

relationship which Jesus Christ makes possible between man and God, has a greater splendor

which will never fade, because it produces pardon and not condemnation, life and not death.

There is a warning here for us:

The Jews preferred the old covenant, the law.  They rejected the new covenant, the new

relationship in Christ.

The old was not bad.  It was second-best.  One commentator said, "When the sun has risen

the lamps cease to be of use."

Someone else said, "The second-best is always the worst enemy of the best."

Men have always clung to the old even when something far better was offered.

When the motor car was invented there were those who insisted that to go 30 MPH

would prove fatal.

For a long time, on religious grounds, people refused to use chloroform.

People continued to die for several hundred years because doctors would not believe in

the new theory of germs and hand cleansing between patients.

In our own denomination we have refused for years to accept…

Things like:
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• The Sunday School  (Can you believe it!  SS when it was introduced was soundly

renounced by the conservatives)

• Life insurance

• Carpet on the floor

• Lightning rods

…and a host a other things which now we do and use without question.

These "new" things were rejected as bad.  Today we all accept and use them.

Barclay says,

Because a thing was always done, it is right, and because a thing was never

done, it is wrong.  We must be careful not to worship the stages instead of the

goal.  Not to cling to the second-best while the best is waiting, not as the Jews

did, to insist that the old ways are right and refuse the new glories which God

is opening to us.

End of quotation

Unfortunately this advice is spot on for us in the very conservative groups.  Often we cling

to the old just because it is old, and often we refuse the new just because it is new.

There is old which must be clung to.  We must never release something old if it is clearly

supported by biblical commandment.  We must be open to the Spirit's direction in these

areas.  To insist on keeping the old if it cannot be defended biblically or to refuse to accept

the new if it doesn't violate scriptural principles is to disobey and resist God the Holy Spirit.

That is a place none of us should want to be.  Let's allow God's Spirit to speak to us.  Let's put

away our prejudice and close-mindedness.  God's Spirit will always lead us to truth if we will

honestly listen to Him.  He may lead us in new ways, but those ways will never violate

scripture.

I commend the youth for their outreach program of taking the gospel to our neighbors.  I

encourage all of us to roll up our sleeves and join to help them.  Just because something is old

doesn't mean it is right.  Just because something is new doesn't mean it is wrong.  May God

help us to be humble enough to see the difference and follow the Holy Spirit's leading.
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(I) All the pictures in vv 12-18 come directly from the passage before.

Paul begins by thinking back to Exodus 34.

You get the idea from the Authorized Version that Moses put a veil upon his face until he

had finished speaking.

The Hebrew actually says he put the veil on after he had finished speaking.

Paul takes this to mean that Moses veiled his face so the people would not see the slow

fading of glory that once was there.

He sees the old relationship between God and men as a fading one.  It was destined to be

replaced by the new covenant of grace and love.

Moses' revelation was only practical.  The revelation that came in Jesus Christ is full and

final.

Augustine said, "We do wrong to the Old Testament if we deny that it comes from the

same just and good God as the New. On the other hand we do wrong to the New Testament,

if we put the Old on a level with it."  Speaking of the old and new testaments Barclay says,

"The one is a step to glory; the other is the summit of glory."

(II) Paul now thinks of the veil.

He sees several pictures.  He says that when the Jews read the OT scriptures every Sabbath

day in the synagogue a veil was upon their eyes keeping them from seeing the true meaning.

The veil kept them from seeing Jesus Christ.

Barclay lists several ways our eyes may be veiled:

(a) Prejudice

It is so easy for us to go to scripture to find support for our own views rather than to find

the truth of scripture.

The love of the old and the fear of the new may prejudice us to the truth.  We may see

only that which supports our views and overlook what doesn't.

It is possible for us to think that our way is the only way.  The fact that we know only we

are right and others are wrong may prejudice our thinking.
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God help us to not put God in a box… to say He can only work in certain ways or with

certain groups.

God is God.  If He chooses to reveal Himself and work through those who don't do church

exactly like we do we have no right to question His moving.

God help us to be open to the Holy Spirit's leading.

(b) A second veil may be wishful thinking.

It is possible for us to find what we want to find and overlook what is clearly there.  This

is similar to what we just talked about.  One may delight in the references to God's love and

mercy but pass over the references to His wrath and judgment.  We may see clearly

references that support a pet theory and miss references which speak against that theory.

We need to seek a balanced, honest view of the scriptures.  We must always regard the

Bible as a whole.  We must always read the scriptures in the light of Jesus Christ.

(c) There is the veil of disobedience.

It may be moral and not intellectual blindness that keeps us from seeing God.

Disobedience will make us less and less capable of seeing Him.  The vision of God is to the

pure in heart.

(d) The veil of the unteachable spirit

There is a Scottish saying, "There is none so blind as he who will not see".  The best

teacher on earth cannot teach the man who knows it all already and does not wish to learn.

God gave us free will.  If we insist on our own way we cannot learn His.

In v 17 Paul presents us with a question of interpretation.  The doctrine of the trinity and

the distinct personalities of the members of the Godhead was not formally worked out till

AD 325 at the Council of Nicea.

The doctrine is not named in scripture, but its concepts are clearly taught.  We see

scripture clearly teaching that God is one, but that three distinct persons—the father, son

and Holy Spirit are one in essence.  But we know that the Lord and the Spirit are separate

persons.
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the commentaries give us a few ideas as to what Paul may have meant…

1. Barclay says, "It is the experience of the Christian life that the work of the Spirit and

the work of the risen Lord are one and same.  The strength and guidance we receive come

alike from the Spirit and from the risen Lord."

The Life Application Bible Commentary says, "It wasn't God the Father who had removed

the veil from the Corinthians heart but Christ the Lord.  As the life-giving Spirit in

resurrection Christ can live in His people and free them from their blindness."

Paul connects the Lord and the Spirit in this way in 1Cor 15:45 where we read, The first

man Adam was made a living soul; the last Adam [That would be Christ] was made a

quickening spirit.6.

Perhaps Paul is speaking figuratively about the relationship between Christ and the Holy

Spirit.  He may not have intended to describe an identity between Christ and the Holy Spirit.

The immediate context of the passage is often figurative.  In the preceding three verses he

has described the related realities of Moses' veil and contemporary Jewish dullness by

identifying one with the other.  So it is likely that he was using a figure of speech when he

identified Christ with the Spirit.  He does something like this in Philippians 1:21 where we

read For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.

Paul probably meant something like, "The Lord is the one who sent the Spirit" or "The

Spirit is of the Lord".

Paul clearly taught the difference between the persons of Christ and the Holy Spirit in

Eph. 1:12-13 and Titus 3:5-6.

This is great example of how we must never allow an obscure passage to determine

doctrine for us when there are passages which clearly teach something other than we might

take from the obscure passage.  God's Word doesn't contradict itself.  It is up us to find the

interpretation which reconciles the passages before us.

Paul goes on in v 18 to speak about glory.  When we see the glory of the Lord with no veil

on our faces we are changed from glory to glory.  It is an incredible verse filled with word

pictures for us.

                                                          
6The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., 1 Co 15:45 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc.,
1995).
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Paul mentions a glass or mirror.  In Paul's day mirror images weren't sharp and clear like

our glass mirrors.  They were made of burnished brass.

Paul says that as we look into the face of the Lord we can function like little mirrors

reflecting Christ to those around us.  The NIV text reads, "And all of us have had that veil

removed so that we can be mirrors that brightly reflect the glory of the Lord."

That is an incredible thought!

Am I keeping the reflection clear by being constantly in communion and fellowship with

Christ?  If I am not looking at Christ I won't be reflecting Him to those around me.  Is the

image reflected from my mirror Christlike or distracting to the message of Christ?

Some lessons:

• Don’t be like the person who only talks about him or herself.

• Listen to and be interested in others.

• Be soulwinners and disciple makers.

• What is the gospel according to you?  Does our life bring honor and glory to the great

God that we serve?

• Every Christian is an open letter of advertisement for Jesus Christ.  How does your

letter read?

• It's not about us; it's about Christ and the Holy Spirit.  Are you following your own

agenda or His?

• Let's listen to the Holy Spirit when He speaks.  Just because it is old doesn't mean it is

good.  Just because it is new doesn't mean it's bad

• We must always view scripture in light of other scripture.  We must never allow an

obscure passage to set our doctrine.  We must look at context and compare with other

passages to find the interpretation that harmonized the passages.

May God help us to put these principles into action as we live for Him.
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