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2 Corinthians 3:1-4:6  

In Chapter 3 we find Paul continuing to walk a fine line. 

So far we know (as do the Corinthians) that he was chosen by God to be an apostle.  

We also know the Corinthians did not think very highly of Paul. 

Once more he worked hard to strengthen his relationship with them. 

His boasting about his own relationship to the gospel was a risk. 

Some Corinthians (like some of us) thought Paul was blowing his own horn. 

 

In this part of the letter Paul used a rhetorical technique (comparisons) to make his point.  

He described others as sharing the gospel in unfaithful ways (to benefit themselves). 

They needed to show letters of recommendation to enhance their status. 

At the time of Paul letters of commendation were very common. 

Such letters praised and endorsed the person carrying the letter. 

It was also used to request a favor or grant someone a special status. 

 

Paul did not operate that way. 

He believed that his work (and the work of the church) would speak for itself.  

He turned the Roman practice of commendatory letters to speak about letters written on hearts. 

Notion echoes the prophecy of Jeremiah who spoke of a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34). 

Distinction was made between those who were self-serving and those who lived a new life.  

Paul believed what was written on the heart could be read and understood by all.  

Letters of the heart revealed that the believers were indeed carrying a letter from Christ.  

Such letters were written not with ink but by the Spirit of the living God.  

 

A comparison was also made between human competence and that acquired by God. 

God was the foundation upon which Paul had such confidence about his own competency. 

Association with Christ (and his death and suffering) moved Paul beyond suffering into joy. 

Paul believed it was Christ who made it possible for him not to rely on himself.   

 

Paul did not want their case against him to rest on their judgment alone.  

Remember that Paul opened this letter by including all those who knew him well. 

He credits the Holy Spirit (Spirit of the Living God) with doing the writing on human hearts.  

Ministry of Paul was governed by the Spirit and produced life among the believers.  

Paul then weaved the story of Moses and the prophecies of Jeremiah into his argument. 

 

Encounter of Moses with God is outlined in Exodus 34:29-35. 

It is the story of the giving of the ten commandments (basis for one of the covenants with God).  

When Moses first came down from Mount Sinai he broke the tablets (Exodus 32:15-20). 

Moses witnessed the people being unfaithful while he was absent from them.   

God still guaranteed his presence when Moses pleaded with God to show him his glory. 

Those who read Exodus came to understand that the glory of God was not to be taken lightly.  

His glory was a sign of his divine presence that was very powerful and also frightening.   



When Moses came down off the mountain for a second time his face shone. 

He was a reflection of the glory of God and the people responded in fear.  

Moses put a veil over his face to calm their fears. 

 

List of all the covenants – 

Adamic Covenant   Genesis 1:26-30 

Noahic Covenant   Genesis 9:11 

Abrahamic Covenant   Genesis 12:1-3  Unconditional  

Palestinian Covenant    Deuteronomy 30:1-10  Unconditional 

Mosaic Covenant    Deuteronomy 11 

Davidic Covenant   2 Samuel 7:8-16  Unconditional 

New Covenant    Jeremiah 31:31-34 

 

Paul then interlaced the Jeremiah passage (Jeremiah 31:31-34) with the one about Moses.  

In this way Paul made a clear contrast between the old covenant and the new one. 

New one is described as an alteration of the older, previous covenant.  

Primary interest was once more to depict himself and his ministry in a positive light.  

 

Paul depicted his own ministry as having been 

granted by God . . .  

as empowered by the Holy Spirit 

as generating righteousness among believers  

as permanent 

as effective  

 

Paul depicted the rival ministry as being governed 

by their concerns with the letter . . .  

which killed 

it was a ministry whose result was death 

minds were hardened 

hearts were veiled  

 

 

Those who carried letters were counted among the unbelievers who served Satan. 

In Romans Paul will use the same language. 

Law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus is then contrasted with the law of sin and death. 

Holy Spirit will always prevail over death. 

 

Key to understanding his interest in the two-covenant relationship lies in 3:18. 

For the first time Paul explicitly invites the Corinthians to make a direct identification with him. 

He implored them to associate with this portrait of himself and make it their own.  

For Paul, Jesus Christ was the clear, visible reflection of God.  

Believers (through Christ) experience the removal of the veil. 

With unveiled faces they could gaze intently upon the glory of God. 

It was like a mirror that Christ provided. 

Those who believe were the very ones being transformed.  



For Paul, the beginning of the life of faith was to be fundamentally transformed. 

We move from death to life, from sin to righteousness. 

A new creation implies a new age that God initiated in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

But Paul was not just interested in the moment of conversion. 

He is also interested in the on-going transformation that is a characteristic of faith. 

Believers are works in progress. 

As we progress in faith we are to do all things to build up the body of Christ.  

Paul was convinced that believers wore the image of God. 

 

Questions:  How can we become more like Christ in our daily lives? 

  How do people “read” us?  

  If we acknowledge we are a work in progress then what do we need to work on? 

 

Meditative Verses  

We are our own letter of recommendation . . .  

Christ is written on our hearts so we carry the letter of Christ with us 

Letter is written by the Holy Spirit on the tablets of our hearts 

 

God makes us competent to be ministers (priesthood of all believers) of the new covenant. 

By the mercy of God we are engaged in this ministry so we are not to lose heart.   

 

2 Corinthians 4:7-12 

Paul associated the Spirit and the life of the Spirit with freedom. 

Strong parallels are found in Romans 8 (we are to be in line with the Spirit).   

Paul reminded the Corinthians what it meant to be free in Christ.  

In 1 Corinthians we studied the zeal by which the Corinthians entered into their new freedoms. 

It led to those painful visits and letters.   

Instead the freedom we have in Christ binds us even more fully to other believers.  

Paul exercised his freedom in his relationship with the Corinthians. 

He believed (therefore) that he was not out of line when he wrote them those letters.   

 

Without using the term Paul also touched on the grace of God.   

Grace is freely given to us by God and works through our ministries. 

His insistence that his competence comes from God affirms that it is by the grace of God.  

Receiving the Holy Spirit was the hallmark of belonging to the new people of God.  

It was associated with the start of faith and therefore with baptism. 

 

We now enter the theme of power through weakness. 

The new covenant ministry and the glory of God are described as treasures.  

List of hardships were a common feature of the Roman world at the time of Paul. 

Sages often employed such recounting of difficulties to show they were unflappable.  

Paul does the same. 

At the end of the litany Paul made a double connection with Jesus – 

In his own body he carried the death of Jesus (his sufferings and afflictions). 

It led to his carrying the resurrection of Jesus which was the basis for his hope.   

 



Question:  What do we consider to be the treasures we received from God? 

 

From Biblical Archaeology Society (October 16, 2020) 

Treasures in Clay Jars  

Greek word for clay is ostrakinos. 

In 2 Corinthians 4:4 and 6 Paul made references to light. 

New Testament scholar suggested that Paul then had clay lamps in mind for verse 7. 

However Paul used the general word for vessel (skeuos) and not the word for lamp (lychnos). 

 

In the article the author went on to describe a visit to the Cyprus National Museum. 

One of the displays was a clay pot lying on its side with a bunch of coins spilling out. 

Description said it was a coin hoard which was quite common in the Greco-Roman world. 

Size of the hoards ranged from fifty to fifty thousand coins.  

Coins were buried in clay jars for safe keeping (often in times of warfare or instability). 

Coins were also hoarded for ritual purposes as votive offerings (dedicated to gods). 

Phenomenon was also well known by Jesus. 

He used it in the parable of the man who found such a hoard (Matthew 13:44). 

Greek word for treasure used by Jesus is the same word that Paul used in verse 7. 

Better theory is that Paul had clay jars (not clay lamps) in mind. 
 

 

 
 

 

Meditative Verses 

We are afflicted in every way   but not crushed 

We are perplexed    but not driven to despair 

We are persecuted    but not forsaken 

We are stuck down    but not destroyed 

 

Always carrying in the body    the death of Jesus  

So that the life of Jesus    may also be made visible in our bodies 

 

2 Corinthians 4:13 

In verse 13 he once more justified the way he spoke to the Corinthians in the painful letter.  

His confidence in doing so was grounded in his faith. 

All he said in that letter was for their sake.   

God was working in them now through Christ and all was under the glory of God.  



Paul expected the grace of God to kick-in which would lead to thanksgiving. 

Grace (when it transforms life) generates glorification of God. 

Because of grace and the hope found in it, Paul did not lose heart.  

Paul openly embraced that his external self was wasting away. 

By contrast the internal self was the one he wanted them to take seriously (letter of the heart). 

 

Our inner self is being renewed day-by-day. 

Afflictions are part of the life of faith. 

They are sign-posts that one is proceeding as should be expected. 

The outer self is what is seen. 

It is not as reliable a guide as the things that are not seen (inner self). 

 

Context for Our Ministry 

Our ministry is within the context of the saving action of God on behalf of all people. 

Our stories are preceded by (and rooted in) past actions of God.  

At their best they move forward the future that God has in store for us and for all creation. 

 

Our ministry flows out of the ministry of the Spirit and is a ministry of justification. 

We are made right when we are increasingly aligned with the ways of God. 

When our actions align with the leading of the Spirit then the glory of God becomes visible. 

Ways of God become embodied in us and in what we do. 

It has lasting impact as we become a light that shines in the darkness of others. 

 

It offers us reason to act with hope and boldness. 

We are not to be timid or reluctant to act. 

We are not to be anxious over how others might perceive us. 

We are to boldly place the life and future of our ministries in the hands of God. 

 

Looking at the world from behind a veil of fear will make us shrink away from our calling. 

We have to make sure not to overestimate the level of our own righteousness.  

We are a work in progress as we grow in faith.   

Changes serve as building blocks for more growth and more transformation. 

We sometimes resist the removing of the veil and cling to what is comfortable. 

 

Questions:   How has Redeemer been transformed over the past five years? 

What holds us back from a fuller transformation? 

 

Next Session – April 28 

Chapters 5 and 6  

 

 

 


