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Letter and Spirit
A Contrast of Covenants and Communion
2 Corinthians 3
Introduction
1. Paul dealt with a multifaceted problem in Corinth as revealed in his second letter to the church:
a. Charlatans in Corinth were turning the brethren against Paul, painting him as a dishonest fraud.
b. These were peddling a false gospel – Judaizing error.
2. 2 Corinthians 3 is a section of Paul’s defense of himself to the Corinthians, as well as a defense of the gospel, and a skillful blow to the error of the Judaizers.
3. The contents of the passage draw out great contrasting themes between the Old and New Covenants, including the known contrast of “Letter and Spirit.”
4. The Chrisitan should be impressed by the fault of the Old Covenant via the hardened Israelites and moved to embrace the blessings provided by God in the transcendent New Covenant – full revelation, unprecedented communion with God, true transformation, and hope of eternal glory.
I. Revelation and Reception
A. Impersonal and External vs The Living God and Internal – Ink/Letter/stone vs Spirit/Heart
a. The charlatans (“false apostles,” 11:13) in Corinth brought letters of commendation to deceive the Corinthians, but Paul needs no such thing – 2 Corinthians 3:1-2 – The Corinthians are Paul’s letter of commendation.
i. (v. 2) – Corinth was notorious, but all men could link the changed lives to Paul’s ministry (cf. 1 Corinthians 4:14-15; 6:11)
b. The explanation is telling, not just in validating Paul’s ministry, but in showing the nature of Christian discipleship – 2 Corinthians 3:3, 6
i. Epistle of Christ – (vv. 4-5 – sufficiency through Christ from God)
ii. Ink/tablets of stone/letter:
1. Not in contrast to the New as never being written down (cf. 2 John 12; 3 John 13; 2 Thessalonians 2:15).
2. In contrast to God’s revelation reaching its intended destination – Deuteronomy 11:18; 9:7; Psalm 106:13-14
3. I.e. Divine revelation meant to be imprinted on the heart only made it as far as ink on paper, and engravings on stone.
iii. Spirit of living God/the heart:
1. The New Testament is being written – 2 Peter 3:15-16
2. Christians acknowledge the words revealed as revelation of the Person of God with whom they commune – 2 Peter 1:20-21; 2 Timothy 3:16; 1 Corinthians 14:37; Romans 8:9-10; 2 Corinthians 13:14
3. “Christian” is not descriptive of ethnicity, nationality, or mere intellectual assent, but of relationship and discipleship – Acts 11:26; Ephesians 3:16-17
B. Consequences vs Blessings – Kills/Condemnation vs Gives Life/Righteousness
a. (vv. 6-9) – contrasts the ministry written on stones with that revealed by the Spirit by noting the opposite outcomes – death/condemnation vs life/righteousness.
b. Letter kills (v. 6), leads to death because – (v. 9) – it condemns. (cf. Romans 5:20; 7:10-11)
c. Spirit gives life (v. 6) because – (v. 9) – it makes one righteous.
d. The Hebrew writer notes the failure of the Old, and need for a New Covenant – Hebrews 8:7-9 – finding fault with them, did not keep covenant.
e. The Hebrew writer notes the success of the New Covenant – Hebrews 8:10-12 – revelation reaching the heart (by the Spirit), and forgiveness (unavailable under old system merely)
II. Contention vs Communion
A. Paul utilizes a known text regarding Moses and the people of Israel at the giving of the law to relate several contrasting points. (Exodus 34:29-35 – covenant being renewed after broken at the foot of Sinai with the calf)
B. The Effect of Sin – Bold vs Veiled
a. (v. 12) – as part of the ministry of the Spirit leading to righteousness and giving life, Paul has boldness – sin is dealt with, relationship with God is sustained.
b. Contrasted – (v. 13) – Moses veiled his face from the Israelites.
i. Exodus 34:29-35 – verse 30 manifests the most obvious reason for the veiling, fear – Glory of God shone in Moses’ face, and sinful Israel trembled. (Directly following sin with calf) (Holiness of God strikes fear – Exodus 20:18-21)
c. Isaiah 6:5-8 – from woe to I’ll go in God’s presence due to purging of sin.
C. The Effect of Christ – Unveiled
a. (v. 13) – the veil Moses put over his face was for their protection from God’s holiness due to their sin.
i. Exodus 34:32-33 – the veil was off when speaking the commandments but put on after.
ii. Commandments meant to strike fear and reverence, not be taken lightly – Proverbs 13:13
b. Exodus 34:34-35 – interestingly, where the people sought cover from God’s glory reflected in Moses’ face, Moses went exposed fully before God’s glory.
i. Deuteronomy 34:10-12 – face to face – a picture of fellowship.
ii. Moses is a model of faithfulness – Hebrews 3:2, 5
c. The veil taken away not only represents a clear view through faith of God’s eternal will, but the effect that understanding has on one who turns to it in Christ – exposure to God’s glory in fellowship.
i. (v. 14a) – “but” (alla – “other things namely, than those just mentioned,” THAYER) – i.e. in addition to the point of hiding the “passing away” nature of the glory in verse 13, the veil was necessary due to their blinded or “hardened” (NASB) minds.
ii. (vv. 14b-18) – the veil changes positions – not on Moses, but their hearts – He is exposed to reveal the true intent and focus (cf. John 5:39-40, 45-47).
1. What keeps them from seeing is a veil on their heart (v. 15).
a. 4:3-4 – Satan has blinded their minds by the allure of the age.
2. (vv. 14b, 16) – taken away in Christ – HE REVEALS THE MYSTERY FULLY – cf. Luke 24:25-27, 32, 44-45
3. (vv. 17-18) – the veil between us and God’s glory is taken away in Christ, thus, true fellowship.
a. Liberty! – Galatians 5:1; John 8:31-32, 34
b. Access! – Hebrews 10:19-22
c. Fellowship! – 1 John 1:3; 3:1
D. The Effect of Communion – Transformation
a. God’s glory consumes, but Moses is evidence of the transformative effects – Exodus 33:18-23 – even just His “back.”
b. Paul contrasts Moses’ ministry to the greatness of his in Christ, which also stands to represent the transformative power for all Christians – (v. 18)
i. Unveiled – Jesus has opened the way to God.
ii. Beholding the glory, transformed into the same glory – John 17:22-23 (glory given by Jesus)
iii. Not of His back, but His face in Christ – 4:6 (cf. Hebrews 1:3; Colossians 2:9-10)
iv. Daily inward renewal – 4:16
v. Not just seeing God, but partaking of the Divine Nature – 2 Peter 1:3-4
III. Fading vs Forever
A. The Covenants
a. As Paul combats Judaizing false teachers, the account of Moses not only serves to highlight the magnitude of his ministry, but does so as it contrasts with the inferior, temporary covenant which Moses ministered.
b. (vv. 13-14) – fading glory was hidden. They saw the glory, but it was covered before seeing it fade.
i. The veil remains unlifted for many – they can’t see that it was meant to be temporary. (cf. Hebrews 8:13)
ii. “Old Testament” (“old covenant,” NASB, ESV) – the only place this phrase is used – THE VEIL KEEPS THEM FROM SEEING THAT IT IS OLD, THAT THERE IS SOMETHING NEW, AND BETTER.
c. Paul’s ministry is better because the new covenant is better – cf. Hebrews 8:6
B. The Hope
a. (v. 12) – Paul’s hope led to boldness of speech – His hope corresponds to the glory of the covenant which he ministers – (v. 11) – glory that remains.
b. His inner transformation to the glory of the Lord confidently anticipates (hopes) the final transformation – 3:18; 4:16-18 – this is eternal!
c. As we look to Jesus with unveiled face, and are transformed into His image, we are increasing our hope of an eternal home in the heavens – 5:1-5
i. This is not by mere “letter” – ink on paper, letters carved in stone.
ii. This is by the Spirit of the living God – writing on the heart, communing with God, giving life, transforming into Christ’s image.
Conclusion
1. The revelation of God’s will is meant as a personal encounter with Him. He wants us to know Him, receive Him, be changed by Him, and hope in Him.
2. There is no more need for a veil, but in Christ we can be fully exposed to God’s glory, a glory that radically changes us in an eternal way.


1

