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LESSON 57 

 

PAUL’S LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION 

II Cor. 3:1-6 

 

You are Our Letters of Recommendation. 

The apostle opens this chapter with the accusation which some of those in Corinth will 

make when they receive this letter, that the apostle is beginning again to commend himself to 

them. That is, that he is boasting in order that he may be the more readily received by the 

congregation in Corinth. 

It may be that there were some in Corinth who set themselves up as teachers and leaders 

by virtue of certain letters of recommendation which they had received from others, either other 

churches or other men well-known and well-thought of in the churches. It is also very likely that 

when such men left they desired and received letters of recommendation which could be 

presented wherever they moved. The apostle denies the intention of this or the need of it, not 

only as far as his own recommendation to the church of Corinth is concerned but also as far as 

his contact with other churches is concerned. He needs no letters of commendation for them nor 

from them as others evidently did. Neither must this letter be interpreted as a self-written letter of 

recommendation. 

Boldly the apostle states that he needs no letters of recommendation for them or from 

them because they, the Corinthian Christians, are the living letters of recommendation to which 

not only he can and does refer but which are also to all men an evident proof of his apostleship 

and of the authority with which he spoke and speaks. 

 

Letters of Recommendation Written on Tablets of Flesh. 

A beautiful figure the apostle uses here in defense of his God-given ministry when he 

refers to letters of recommendation, written on tables of flesh. The idea is that a pen and paper 

letter is not necessary because Christ has done his own writing upon their hearts, writing through 

the Holy Spirit, his message of salvation. Through this writing, ministered indeed by the apostle 

Paul, the church of Corinth and the individual believers are evidently set forth as the living 

testimony to the power and efficacy and authority of the preaching of the apostle Paul. He need 

only refer to that work of Christ, through the Spirit, wrought by the ministry of Paul and those 

who worked with him, to stop the mouths of those who wickedly and perversely brought his 

apostleship and his authority to speak the Word of God into dispute. 

The contrast between tables of stone and fleshly tables of the heart is that between marble 

inscriptions which are well-nigh indestructible and yet which are of far less value and 

permanence than the living testimony of the converted heart. There may be here already a 

reference to the law engraved upon stones. Where could the apostle find a better, more glorious 

and also more permanent recommendation to those in Corinth, than that work of the Spirit, 

wrought through his ministry but also what greater recommendation to those outside in his 

contacts with them than the living witness of the work of Christ in the hearts of the Corinthian 

Christians? “Your faith speaks my praise as being the seal of my apostleship.” (Calvin). 



 

All is from God! 

Lest the Corinthians should after all receive the idea that the apostle is boasting in his 

own authority and ability, the apostle adds the thought of verses 5 and 6. Very definitely the 

apostle wishes to impress upon the minds of the Corinthians this fact, that all the beautiful, 

testimonial, work in Corinth, which he claims as his letter of recommendation, is after all, and in 

the final instance, only the work of God thru him. His sufficiency is of God. The apostle stresses 

the fact that they have no sufficiency whatsoever and hence can reckon and claim absolutely 

nothing as their own product. All their sufficiency is from God. He is its source. And in that 

glorious work of the ministry and its blessed fruit, the apostle would be last to claim an 

independent share, but is very conscious of the fact that it is all of the Lord. 

Now while we must not lose sight of the fact that the apostle is here speaking of the 

glorious work of the ministry, yet it is at the same time an indication of the source and operation 

of every Christian good work. Even though this example of the apostle, as a minister of the 

blessed gospel, may not fit us directly, still we must say every day and again—our sufficiency is 

of God. All the work of salvation in our hearts, all the work of God’s grace, yea, even the good 

works in which we walk, are of the Lord our God through our Saviour Jesus Christ working by 

the outpoured Spirit. 

And that is also the idea of verse 6 in which the apostle presents the beauty of the New 

Testament ministry as not of the letter of the law which cannot but bring death, but which is 

through the Spirit of the resurrected Christ which gives us life. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. In the church of Christ are letters of recommendation right or wrong? You may discuss here 

the whole idea of calling and transferring ministers and members from one local church to 

another. 

2. What is the authority of a legally called minister when he speaks officially? Does he speak 

“ex cathedra” and therefore infallibly? If not, what authority does he and his words have? 

3. What is the relationship between Paul’s sufficiency being of God and the fact that he is 

nevertheless the apostle through whom Christ ministered to the Corinthians? What is the 

relationship between Christ’s working as children of God? 

 

LESSON 58 

 

THE GLORY OF PAUL’S MINISTRY 

 

Our Ministry Exceeds in Glory! (7-11). 

The contrast which the apostle introduces between the ministry of the law and that of the 

gospel, between the old, typical ministry of Moses and its beautiful fulfillment in Christ, had 

been introduced already in verse 6. Now the apostle takes this subject up more in order to point 

out by way of contrast the glory of that ministry, entrusted to him, and which was ministered 

unto the Corinthians whereby they were saved. 

The reference is undoubtedly to Exodus 34:30-35. “And when Aaron and all the children 

of Israel saw Moses, behold, the skin of his face shone and they were afraid to come nigh him . . 

. and till Moses had done speaking with them, he put a veil on his face.” etc. Now this awe, 

inspired by the shining of Moses’ face, must not be ascribed first of all to sin. Rather I believe 



Paul uses this as a symbol of the whole nature of that old nature of that old covenant and that Old 

Testament ministry. That ministry and that law was one written on tables of stone. That is, it 

presented the law as something external, engraven on stones—that was its essential character. 

Therefore also it was a ministration unto condemnation. That law written on the tables of stone 

could not but condemn. And for Aaron and the children of Israel, standing before the face of 

Moses as the minister of and the living reflection of God’s righteousness displayed in the glory 

of his shining face, it could not but engender fear. Therefore Moses wore the mask over his face 

to cover that glory so they could receive the revelation. 

Now all this is done away in the New Testament. No longer is the law the external code 

written upon the tables of stone—engendering to fear and to condemnation. Christ who is the end 

of the law, has fulfilled it and thru the Spirit of Christ, that law is written in our hearts. It is no 

longer then the outward brilliance of the Old Testament and its ministration but it is the inner 

brilliance of the New Testament righteousness of Christ—the law written in our hearts. 

Now certainly, even in its temporary character and in its ministry unto condemnation, 

that ministry of Moses is glorious. Evidently so because its brilliance necessitated the veil before 

Moses’ face. But how much more glorious is that ministry of the N. T. which is eternal in Christ 

Jesus and which is unto righteousness and life and peace. Happy indeed may we be in the glory 

of that revelation of God in the N. T. thru the ministry of the apostles, an abiding, a life-giving, 

an inner-spirit not an outer-letter ministration. That ministry is more glorious even as the Christ 

is more glorious than Moses. 

 

Our Ministry Bestows Glory! (12-18) 

Having the hope of this more glorious but especially of this lasting revelation we use 

great plainness of speech the apostle says. Exactly because this ministry is more glorious, is free 

in Christ, is the gospel of salvation, we need not the covering up of the glory of God. But it 

bestows on us the ability to read and to understand and to stand before the glory of God’s 

revelation and God’s law through Jesus Christ our Lord. Because the condemning character of 

that old ministry is done away in the new we do not need a veil upon the word and glory of God. 

So standing in the glory of the liberty of the children of God, the apostle can speak openly and 

we can hear that glorious gospel of the God of our salvation. 

“The point of this paragraph is not the hope of Paul and of his assistants, not the openness 

of speech they use, nor the liberty with which they operate; all these are subordinate. The point is 

that the glory inherent in their ministry is one that brings glory upon glory upon us all, upon 

those who are served by this ministry as well as upon those serving it.” (Lenski). 

This is in striking contrast to the Jews of Paul’s day and even today who stubbornly hold 

the veil upon their hearts. That veil is once again the condemning sentence of the law—which 

alone can be lifted in the freedom of the gospel of Christ Jesus. But there is hope—for in the way 

of turning to the Lord that veil is lifted even today. 

Through that Spirit of the Lord, working that liberty in us, we all stand as unveiled before 

the revelatory face of God. That is the glory of the New Testament ministry, and its blessed fruit. 

Turning to the Lord, that is thru the Spirit of the Lord, gives, not only to the Jews, but us that 

perfect liberty. 

 And so standing with unveiled faces, not only the ministers, but we all, reflecting 

constantly that glory of the Lord in His revelation are changed from glory into glory. And this is 

the ultimate glory in that the glory of the grace of Christ enters into us, transforms us, changes us 

into His glorious image. And that work of the Spirit in us, wrought through the gospel, 



manifested in all of our lives as children of God, is indeed glory unto glory. Superabundant glory 

of the blessed Gospel of Jesus Christ! 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Was the purpose of the law to bring condemnation? What was the relationship between the 

law and condemnation? 

2. To what extent did sin necessitate the veil over Moses’ face? 

3. How does this transcendent glory become manifest now? How in heaven? 

 

LESSON 59 

 

EXHAUSTED, BUT VICTORIOUS 

II Cor. 4:1-10 

 

Paul and Timothy are, as it were, in the arena. Enduring, waiting it out, as ministers of 

God. The whole Christ despising world against them. Many in Corinth also against them. Beaten, 

pushed, chased, felled, dragged out for dead (Acts 14:19). God’s servants they. The offense of 

the cross. Exhausted, but always victorious. Because it must be seen that the power is “not of us 

but of God.” 

We faint not (vs. 1). Luke 18:1 explains what this word faint means. Seeing God has put 

them in trust with the preaching of the glorious Gospel, it is His mercy which keeps them from 

giving up in discouragement. They might become “popular” ministers as they of 2:17, but, says 

Paul, then we should be traitors to our Sender. Instead, we have renounced all deceitful handling 

of the Word of God. Rather, we bear the odium of the Cross and are honest before God and men, 

than to seek popularity by preaching a gospel which natural man would find palatable. False 

preachers may hawk the Christ and make a bid for popularity, but we would rather lie exhausted 

on the arena floor than arrive at the popularity of pseudo-ministers. (Vs. 2) 

And some of you have urged us to change our preaching because people just cannot “see 

it” and “accept it”, because a Christ crucified makes no sense. Says Paul, rather than change the 

Gospel of Christ, if our Gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost (vs. 3). That men, who have 

for some time heard the plain and simple preaching of Christ, should say “it is too deep” or “it 

does not make sense”, only indicates that they are blinded. Signs of reprobation. The god of this 

world has blinded them. Satan, by means of sophistry, love of popularity, false philosophy, etc. 

has blinded the eyes of the unbelieving. The sun is there and it is shining, but they cannot see it. 

The light-giving power which emanates from the Gospel, emitting the radiant glory of Christ, the 

glory of the image of God, that glory-light shines from the Word we preach. But Satan has 

blinded the eyes of the infidels so that it should not shine forth into their minds. Thinking 

themselves to be wise they are fools, and God gives them up to reprobate minds in His just 

judgment (Rom. 1). That some men stumble at this Gospel must not discourage us. Satan is busy 

blinding the eyes of men. God judges them that believe not and slays them with blindness. And 

forget not that God’s ways are ways of election and reprobation. (vs. 4). 

We preach not ourselves (vs. 5). We do not aim at using the Gospel to get ourselves a 

name or fame among men. But we preach Christ Jesus the Lord, and towards you we are your 

servants for His sake. We preach and teach, not to BE something, or to GET something, but we 

preach to glorify Christ and thus bring you something. The God who in Gen. 1 brought light out 

of darkness by the Word of His power, (vs. 6) is the same almighty God who shone into our 



hearts, giving us to know Jesus Christ, in His light we see light. And carry forth that light to you. 

That is our service. 

We have this treasure (of preaching Christ) in earthen vessels (vs. 7). We are not super-men. 

We are plain, weak, frail human beings, who can be chased, persecuted, pummeled, beaten, 

felled, exhausted. God would have it so. For God would have the world to know that the beyond-

all-human-endurance power is not of men but of God. God proceeds to preach His Christ, even 

when we become expendable, (vs. 7.). So we are troubled, hated, persecuted, given up to die. But 

Christ always wins out. For even if these things lead to our death, His power becomes evident in 

our weakness. His Word goes on even if enmity beats us unconscious and our mouths go shut (as 

with Stephen). Therefore we are resembling the dead but we live. For our Christ lives. Therefore 

we faint not. 

 

Questions for discussion 

1. The god of this world blinded the minds of them which believe not we read in vs. 4. Does 

Scripture teach also that God blinds men’s eyes and minds? Compare. 

2. In verse 5 Paul speaks of men who preach themselves. What does that imply? 

3. Seeing all the hardship it cost, why was Paul so zealous to preach the Lord? Cf. I Cor. 16ff. 

 

LESSON 60 

 

DYING, WE LIVE 

II Cor. 4:11-18 

 

Paul is still reminding the Corinthians what manner of thing the ministry of the Gospel is 

and how the Lord, for the greater glory of His omnipotent grace, has His work done through 

“earthen vessels”. Let not the Corinthians be ashamed of this divine wisdom. 

Vs. 11. We, apostles, are walking examples of the fact that the world hates Christ. It has 

murdered Him, and it continues after us who preach the Christ. Always again being delivered 

unto death for Jesus’ sake. Meantime however, though we are constantly being hounded by 

death, the life of Christ becomes manifest in us. Though we are chased from city to city, escape 

one prison to be anon cast into another... we poor derelicts ... we preach Christ. Christ uses us to 

bring men life through the Gospel. In our dying Christ becomes evident as the Life-giver. So 

then, de works in us but through it all we brouginr you Corinthians the Gospel of Christ. And His 

Life works in you. (vs. 12). 

The same faith-giving Spirit which made the psalmist of 116:10 say: “I believed, 

therefore I spoke.” makes Paul say “we also believe, therefore we speak.” (vs. 13) Paul believes 

in the Living Christ, therefore He cannot but confess Him in preaching. Whatever persecutions 

there he, he is confident in Christ and as he believes, so he speaks ... until the enemy destroy his 

body and shut his mouth. 

Paul’s confidence is not that Christ will save him from being killed by hounding 

persecutors (vs. 14). In fact Paul envisions death at the hands of Christ’s enemies. But this is his 

confidence that the God Who raised up Jesus from the dead, will raise up and bring to glory His 

confessors. What can the enemies do to us who have the life everlasting? t only will he raise up 

us, His preach- but He will raise also you with us who have received the gift of faith. The 

minister is not selfishly interested in his own glorification, he wants the congregation standing 

with him in the final presentation. 



In fact, all that has come upon us preachers, has come upon us for your sakes, for all 

things are for your sakes (vs. 15). that the Gospel might come to you. The farther God’s grace 

reached, the greater became the number of those that expressed thanks, to the glory of God. Our 

struggling and dying is not in vain. Through us, earthen vessels, God recruits the multitude 

which after while shall praise Him for His grace. Paul wants to have the grace and glory of God 

magnified. 

 

Vs. 16 again, as in vs. 1, therefore we do not give up in discouragement. Paul then speaks of the 

dying of the outward man, by which he means everything of us that belongs to this temporal life. 

It can be brought to decay. 

 

The present relationships of this life can terminate. Then Paul speaks also of an “inward man”, 

which, I believe, refers to that which we have by regeneration, such as hope, confidence, faith, 

courage, etc. These things after all constitute life. As often as the present earthly relationships 

threaten to, or actually do break down, the hope and confidence in Christ rises up with renewed 

vigor. So the outward man perishes but the inward man is renewed from day to day. Vs 17 gives 

the reason for this. Our afflictions are “light” he says, and momentary, compared to the 

exceeding and eternal weight of glory which is our by promise. Besides, the afflictions “work 

out” this weight of glory, they are not in vain. Our afflictions are not the meritorious cause of 

coming glory, but they are the way to glory and effectuate it. We do not suffer in vain. Weighing 

the one against the other, we have every reason to be of good courage. Vs. 18 tells us that this 

comes about through that seeing of faith whereby we look at the things unseen. We see and feel 

our afflictions, but we keep our eyes of faith on “what is not seen” (with natural eyes) for the 

things we see are passing but the things which are not seen (except by faith) are eternal. So we 

faint not. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Christian Science says that suffering etc. are not real, they say that “unrealities seem real to 

human, erring belief, until God strips off their disguise.” and “the punishment for sin lasts as 

long as belief in sin endures.” 'In the actual reality of the Christian’s life how could forty 

years of affliction, for instance, be called “light” and “for a moment.”? Discuss. 

2. In vs. 14 what does it mean that God shall raise us up “by Jesus”? 
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