Of Ministry and Ministers #8

“In the Light of His Glory and Grace”

2 Corinthians 3:6-18

There’s an old saying, “Imitation is the highest form of flattery.” But when it comes to truth, there is nothing flattering about a cheap imitation. It is still a lie, whether it sounds good or not. The apostle Paul dealt with this back in the first century.

No sooner did the gospel of God’s grace begin to spread among the Gentiles than a counterfeit “gospel” appeared, a mixture of legalism and grace. It was carried by a zealous group of people that we have come to call “the Judaizers.” Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians to refute their doctrines, and you will find him referring to them several times in 2 Corinthians. Their major emphasis was that salvation was by faith in Christ plus the keeping of the law. They also taught that the believer is perfected in his faith by obeying the law of Moses. Their “gospel of legalism” was very popular, since human nature enjoys achieving religious goals instead of simply trusting Christ and allowing the Holy Spirit to work. It is much easier to measure “religion” than true righteousness.

The legalists told people that anyone could obey the law and become spiritual. A legalistic ministry has a way of inflating the egos of people. When you emphasize the grace of God, you must tell people that they are lost sinners who cannot save themselves. Paul’s testimony was, “But by the grace of God I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10). No one is sufficient of himself to minister to the hearts of people. That sufficiency can only come from God, as seen in the opening verses of 2 Corinthians 3.

Moving on in that same chapter, Paul then compares and contrasts the ministries of Moses and Jesus, using the term “glory” sixteen times between 2 Corinthians 3:7-4:17. The answer probably lies in the new situation in Corinth in which the Jewish missionaries are attempting to win the church over to the law of Moses. They may have claimed that Moses was equal, or even superior, to Christ, and that Christ was merely part of the covenant of Moses.
 It is probable that these imitators appealed to Moses as a model of spirituality and to the law as the key to a victorious Christian life. Moses, who was accredited by God through the working of wonders, signs and miracles, would have been the ideal figure to lend credibility to their ministry. And the tablets of the law, which came in such a blaze of glory, would have functioned as the perfect letter of reference.

In response Paul, as he was prone to do throughout his letters, appeals to the Hebrew Scriptures to make his case. Within a few verses he mentions two prominent Old Testament promises from Ezekiel 36 and Jeremiah 31 that had been realized within the experience of the Corinthians. He combines the prophecies of Ezekiel and Jeremiah into one statement and refers to a new covenant…of the Spirit.
 Far from being a novel invention by Paul, this new covenant is firmly established in the Old Testament.

The Glorious Contrast

Paul begins with the glorious contrast in verses 6-11,

He has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant—not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. Now if the ministry that brought death, which was engraved in letters on stone, came with glory, so that the Israelites could not look steadily at the face of Moses because of its glory, fading though it was, will not the ministry of the Spirit be even more glorious? If the ministry that condemns men is glorious, how much more glorious is the ministry that brings righteousness! For what was glorious has no glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory. And if what was fading away came with glory, how much greater is the glory of that which lasts!

Verse 6 functions as a transition to an extended treatment of the superiority of the new covenant or Spirit ministry over the old covenant or letter ministry. The emphasis throughout is on ministry. The terms diakonia (“ministry”) and diakonos (“minister”) occur five times in verses 6–11. In fact, close to 40 percent of all Pauline uses of both noun and verb forms of the word appear in 2 Corinthians. Paul’s point is that competence as a minister lies in the competency of the ministry represented. Paul’s competence stems from being a minister of a new covenant. 

Two common mistakes in translation should be noted. In verse 6, diathēkē is translated “testament” in the King James Version and is capitalized to read “New Testament.” This is incorrect, as there were no Old and New Testaments in Paul’s day, only “the Scriptures.”
 The term “covenant” found in most English translations is right.

Secondly, The Amplified Bible and the Revised Standard Version use the word “dispensation” to translate diakonia in verses 7 and 8. This can be confusing since it may sound like an endorsement of Dispensationalism, which it is not. Diakonia is the Greek term from which we get “deacon” and literally meant “one who waits on tables” in the original language. “Ministry” is a much better translation of this word.
What is meant by “covenant”? A covenant in the Biblical sense is not the same as a commercial agreement. A negotiated contract between labor and management of some industry is typical of modern covenants. Over the bargaining table, perhaps with the aid of mediators, representatives of the workingman and of the capital investor state their demands. Through what is often a long process, sometimes interrupted by strikes or violence, an agreement is reached that is binding on both parties. Each may not have gained from the contract all he hoped to secure, but each agrees to abide by it.

But a covenant made with God is different. It is different because the parties are unequal. God is incomparably superior to man, so when any covenant exists between them it is always God’s doing and on God’s terms. The very fact that He would give a covenant at all is a manifestation of His grace. For this reason the Bible talks about God “establishing” a covenant (Genesis 9:9; Ezekiel 16:60) or “enjoining” one (Hebrews 9:20), rather than “coming to terms” as we might say.

The expression “new covenant” is found in only one other place in Paul’s writings, in 1 Corinthians 11:25, where Paul quotes Jesus, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” This use of the term by Paul makes it plain that he, like the author of Hebrews (cf. Heb. 9:15–28), saw the death of Christ as that which established the new covenant,
 which had been predicted in the Old Testament by Jeremiah and Ezekiel.

The word for “new” denotes that which is qualitatively better as compared with what has existed until now. This is borne out in how Paul describes the new as opposed to the old arrangement between God and his people. The character of the old covenant is that it is of letter and kills. The new covenant, on the other hand, is of Spirit and gives life. Both nouns are in the genitive case and lack the article. Letter and Spirit are therefore descriptive terms, setting forth the quality or nature of their respective covenants. What is qualitatively better about the new covenant is that it is not a letter covenant—that is, an external code—but a Spirit covenant—that is, an internal power. A covenant that is letter in nature kills because it makes external demands without giving the inward power for obedience, while a covenant that is Spirit in character gives life because it works internally to produce a change of nature.

Notice that Paul does not say that the law kills. (The word ‘law’, in fact, does not appear within 2 Corinthians.) In Romans 7:12 he wrote that “the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.” Moreover, Jeremiah prophesied that in the new covenant the law will be written upon the hearts of the people. The new covenant, therefore, does not abolish the law; it establishes it in the only place it will be effective—in the heart. Under the old covenant the people did not have the spiritual resources to keep the law, or any provision for forgiveness when they broke it. The law became a finger of accusation pointed against them. Until the law had been internalized through the Spirit it remained the “letter,” an instrument that “kills.”

How can Paul say that the written code kills? The answer seems to be that the written code (or the law) kills when it is used improperly, as a set of rules to be observed in order to establish one’s own righteousness. To use the law in this way inevitably leads to death, for no one can satisfy its demands, and therefore all come under condemnation. However, the ministry of the Spirit is quite different. It is a ministry of the new covenant under which sins are forgiven and remembered no more, and people are motivated and enabled by the Spirit to do what the improper application of the law could never achieve.
 The law served to show us our inability to meet God’s standards, but His Spirit in us makes us adequate to meet any requirement.

In all of this discussion, no downgrading of the role of Scripture in Christian life and ministry is involved. Scripture is the primary instrument by which the Holy Spirit brings life to God’s people
—all of Scripture, not just certain parts of it (2 Tim. 3:16).

Paul uses the image of “glory” to further advance his contrasts in verses 9-11. Think of glory as light. If you live in a part of the country relatively free from pollution, you can see the twinkling glory of the stars and the soft luminescence of the moon. On a dark night, far from human light, a full moon can almost light your path. But as soon as the sun rises, the stars vanish, the moon pales, and all you can see is the brilliant dome of the sky illuminated by a blazing yellow sun. Where did the stars go? They are still in the sky, but now the intense glory of the sun far outshines anything else in the heavens.

Similarly, the old covenant with all its glory paled with the dawn of Christ. Yes, the Old Testament law was good, righteous, and holy. It had been given by God through Moses to God’s people. Yet its glory dims into obscurity in the light of the gospel. In fact, so vast is the difference between the glory of the old covenant and the glory of the new that the contrast makes it appear as if the old had “no glory now in comparison with the surpassing glory.” Although the old covenant was full of glory, the new covenant’s glory is far greater.

In verses 7-11 Paul is actually giving an exposition of Exodus 34:29–32 (which tells of the glory that attended the giving of the law, reflected in the shining face of Moses which struck fear into the hearts of the Israelites) and then in verses 12-16 of Exodus 34:33–35 (which tells how Moses veiled his face after communicating God’s law to the Israelites so that they would no longer have to look upon its brightness). He compares and contrasts the glory of the covenants, showing the superiority of the new.

The Glorious Communication

In verses 12-16, Paul turns to the glorious communication,

Therefore, since we have such a hope, we are very bold. We are not like Moses, who would put a veil over his face to keep the Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance was fading away. But their minds were made dull, for to this day the same veil remains when the old covenant is read. It has not been removed, because only in Christ is it taken away. Even to this day when Moses is read, a veil covers their hearts. But whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.
The Greek word for bold originally referred to the right of a Greek citizen to freedom of speech.
 This new covenant also ushered in a fresh and radiant confidence. Paul’s boldness does not come from a confidence in his own ideas, abilities or giftedness, but from the fact that the new covenant ministry entrusted to him far outshines even the good, holy, righteous old covenant ministry of Moses.
 

In Exodus 34, Moses’ face radiated God’s glory from the time he had spent with the Lord. The people were afraid to come near him, so Moses put a veil over his face to conceal the glory. Yet whenever he entered the Lord’s presence, Moses removed the veil until he came out. The veil was for the benefit of the people, not for Moses.

Paul writes in verse 14, though, “But their minds were made dull.” This is an interpretive comment, since no such state of affairs is found in Exodus 34, which says that Israel was initially afraid to approach Moses. How did Paul arrive at this conclusion? He reached it by looking at Israel in his own day. Here is part one of Paul’s explanation for why Israel was not responding to the gospel. “For to this day, the same veil remains when the old covenant is read.” The “same veil” is the veil that Moses used to cover the splendor of the Mosaic covenant reflected on his face. Only, instead of lying over Moses’ face, it now lies over the hearts of unbelievers.

The glorious communication of the gospel means we do not have to hide behind anything. We can be bold because we proclaim the truth that will never change. Moses reflected a temporary glory because he was looking forward to the fulfillment of God’s promises. We reflect a permanent glory because we look back to the fulfillment of God’s promises through Jesus Christ.

The Glorious Consequences

Finally we see the glorious consequences in verses 17-18,

Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. And we all, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

Verse 17 has confounded scholars for centuries—”Whom does Paul mean by ‘Lord’ here, the Father or the Son?” “Does this mean there are only two persons in the Godhead instead of three?” “Does this mean that the Father (or Jesus) is the same as the Spirit?” Once again, context is the key to interpretation.

Paul had been referring to Exodus 34, and in verse 16 wrote, “But whenever anyone turns to the Lord, the veil is taken away.” Then he identifies “the Lord” with “the Spirit,” since this whole comparison and contrast deals with the ministry of the letter and the ministry of the Spirit.
 Here Paul identifies the Lord of Moses’ day with the Spirit of his own day, a very strong case for the divinity of the Holy Spirit. He is God.

Then Paul adds, “and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” When people live under the old covenant in the way some of Paul’s contemporaries did (seeking acceptance before God by works of law), there is no freedom. The demands of the law cannot be fulfilled and therefore they stand under its condemnation. But under the covenant of the Spirit there is liberty.
 Legalism enslaves; Jesus liberates.
Verse 18 concludes, “And we all, who with unveiled faces all reflect the Lord’s glory, are being transformed into his likeness with ever-increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.” The expression “we all” signifies all Christians without exception. Paul is speaking of an experience common to all believers.
 

There is some question as to whether the word translated “reflect” should be rendered “contemplate.” The Greek verb katoptrizomenoi is a rare one, and it can mean either “to behold oneself in a mirror” or “to serve as a mirror”—that is, “to reflect.” Transfiguration through beholding God’s glory is an attractive idea that a number of translators have opted for. Yet if Paul is continuing his commentary on the Exodus 34 narrative—with verse 35 being next in line—then he is thinking of how Moses habitually veiled his face on leaving the tent of meeting until his next encounter with Yahweh. New covenant ministers, by contrast, leave their face unveiled and in so doing reflect God’s glory. Paul is drawing on the function of a mirror to pick up the light rays from an object and to reflect that light in the form of an image.

Reflecting the Lord’s glory is not the emphasis of this verse, though. Paul goes on to say that we who reflect the Lord’s glory “are being transformed in His likeness with ever-increasing glory.” We are being changed!

It is important to note that the changing into his likeness takes place not at one point of time, but as an extended process. The verb is in the present tense, indicating the continuous nature of the change, while the words “with ever-increasing glory” stresses its progressive nature. The verb metamorphoō is found in three other places only in the New Testament. It is used to describe Jesus’ transfiguration in Matthew 17:2 and Mark 9:2, and Paul uses it in Romans 12:2, “Do not be conformed to this world but be transformed by the renewal of your mind.” 
 This describes a change on the outside that comes from the inside. Our English word metamorphosis is a transliteration of this Greek word. Metamorphosis describes the process that changes an insect from a caterpillar to a butterfly. The changes come from within.

When we come to Jesus, the power of the Holy Spirit transforms our lives. We come to the cross confessing our own inadequacy and claiming only His adequacy. But how quickly we believers seem to forget that the life of discipleship is a life of denying ourselves! As we leave the shadow of the cross, we forget that our adequacy still comes from Christ alone.
 We think we have to do it ourselves, but we can’t. Only He can. The gospel of Christ not only illuminates our darkened lives; it transforms them little by little so that they increasingly resemble the moral and spiritual character of the Lord Jesus.

The beautiful thing about growing in our knowledge of the Lord is that the Holy Spirit takes that knowledge and uses it to make us more like Jesus. The goal of our salvation is likeness to Christ, not just knowledge of the Bible. “Am I becoming more and more like Jesus?” is the major question we must ask ourselves as we examine our own lives before the Lord.
 As the words of the classic chorus put it,

Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 

Look full in His wonderful face,

And the things of earth will grow strangely dim 

In the light of His glory and grace.
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