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God’s Word to a 

Hesitating Church 
 

Since we have these promises, 
beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from 
every defilement of body and spirit, 

bringing holiness to completion in the 
fear of God. (7:1) 

 
“Which Kind of Glory is Your 

Religion?” 
 

August 17, 2014 
 
Sermon Text:  2 Cor 3 
 
Scripture Reading: Exodus 34 
 
Introduction- 
 
We have been learning from Paul’s 
letter to the Corinthians that we must 
have our minds renewed by the Spirit 
so that we SEE things as God sees 
them – as they really are. You will 
remember that the Corinthians were 

thinking like mere men. And that made 
them susceptible to the false teachers, 
who promoted a religion with an 
external glory – one that appealed to 
the natural man.  And they were 
holding themselves at a distance from 
Paul and the real gospel. 

 
 
This third chapter of 2 Corinthians is 
one of the most important in the New 
Testament. It teaches us about the 
nature and purpose of the Old 
Covenant in contrast to the New 
Covenant in Christ. In doing so, Paul 
teaches us about true religion – 
something he says is written on the 
hearts of Christ’s people by the Spirit, 
in contrast to the letters carved in stone 
under Moses. 
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Once more then, we must listen very 
carefully now and learn, lest we be 
targets for false teaching and false 
religion which promotes an external 
glory and unchanged hearts. 
 
2 Corinthians 3:1-3 
(1)  Are we beginning to commend 
ourselves again? Or do we need, as 
some do, letters of 
recommendation to you, or from 
you? 
(2)  You yourselves are our letter of 
recommendation, written on our 
hearts, to be known and read by all. 
(3)  And you show that you are a 
letter from Christ delivered by us, 
written not with ink but with the 
Spirit of the living God, not on 
tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts. 
 
Nothing I suppose is more frustrating 
for a Christian minister than to see his 
people listening to and giving 
themselves to a false teacher. As 
happened so often in Paul’s ministry, 
Jewish legalists had come to Corinth, 
misleading the people and exalting the 
Old Covenant. Salvation by works, in 
other words. And apparently they had 
brought with them letters of 
recommendation. We mentioned this 
last week. They were men “of letters.” 
Paul could have played that game if he 
wanted. In fact, before Christ saved 
him, Paul HAD done this very thing: 

 
Acts 22:3-5 
(3)  "I am a Jew, born in Tarsus in 
Cilicia, but brought up in this city, 
educated at the feet of Gamaliel 
according to the strict manner of 
the law of our fathers, being 
zealous for God as all of you are 
this day. 
(4)  I persecuted this Way to the 
death, binding and delivering to 
prison both men and women, 
(5)  as the high priest and the 
whole council of elders can bear me 
witness. From them I received 
letters to the brothers, and I 
journeyed toward Damascus to 
take those also who were there and 
bring them in bonds to Jerusalem 
to be punished. 
 
So this appears to be what the false 
teachers at Corinth had done. Shown 
“letters of recommendation.”  We 
mentioned last week how we must be 
very careful to guard against basing 
our conclusions about some teacher 
simply because he or she has “letters,” 
including degrees from seminaries and 
universities. I have learned over the 
years to put very little stock in such 
recommendations. They rarely tell the 
truth. 
 
And yet, as Paul reminds the 
Corinthians, he does indeed have a 
very powerful letter of 
recommendation which validates him 
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as a true Apostle of Christ and his 
message as the true gospel. His letter is 
the Corinthians themselves. 
Specifically, the work of the Holy 
Spirit upon the hearts of the 
Corinthians when they believed the 
gospel “letter” delivered to them by 
Paul in his preaching, is a most 
powerful and divine confirmation of 
Paul’s genuineness. Such “letters” the 
false teachers could not and did not 
possess. 
 
Paul sees himself as a kind of divinely-
appointed messenger (the blessed feet 
kindJ) who delivered a letter from 
Christ, the gospel, to Corinth. This 
letter is no mere pen and ink or letter 
and stone document. It is “written” by 
the Holy Spirit ON human hearts!  
This living letter is one that can be 
“known and read” by everyone.  Why? 
Because of the radical change it 
effected in the person who received it. 
Christ could be SEEN in them. 
 
NOTE: There is a variant in the 
manuscript text in verse 2. It could be- 
 
•   “written on OUR hearts” (as in 

the ESV), or 
•   “written on YOUR hearts” 

 
In some ways “your” makes more 
sense but as you can see, the ESV 
scholars believed that “our” has the 
most support in the manuscripts. 
Kistemaker explains: 

 
“Most translators and commentators 
have the reading written on our hearts. 
The pronoun our instead of your has 
excellent Greek manuscript support, 
which is not true for the variant. Yet, a 
few translations prefer the reading 
your hearts (NAB, RSV, TNT). Some 
commentators have adopted the 
pronoun your and argue that in the 
next verse Paul states ‘you 
demonstrate that you are a letter from 
Christ’. Therefore (this position 
maintains) the pronoun shows that the 
saints in Corinth are indeed Paul’s 
letter of recommendation. The stronger 
reading (our) however, makes just as 
much sense as the weaker variant. Paul 
dearly loved the members of the 
Corinthian congregation and gave 
them a prominent place in his heart.” 
[New Testament Commentary, Simon 
Kistemaker] 
 
Listen now to Kistemaker once more. 
He does an excellent job of giving us 
lay of the landscape of Paul’s 
reasoning here: 
 
“The religious peddlers (2:17) 
slandered Paul by questioning his 
apostolic credibility. He was 
acquainted with their disparaging 
questions and remarks and referred to 
them often (see 5:12; 10:18; 13:6). 
Paul had to defend both himself and 
Christ who had commissioned him. 
His apostolicity, integrity, letters, 
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words, and conduct were at stake. 
Meeting the issue head-on, Paul asked 
the people in Corinth a rhetorical 
question that they could answer only in 
the negative. 
 
‘Or do we need, as some do, letters 
of recommendation to you, or from 
you?’ 
 
Paul expects his readers to say ‘no’ to 
his query, but the question squarely 
attacks the false apostles who had 
come to Corinth with letters of 
recommendation. They prided 
themselves on having such letters and 
berated Paul, behind his back, for 
lacking them. Elsewhere these people 
may have been many in number (2:17) 
but in Corinth there are only some of 
them. 
 
The impostors entered the church with 
letters of recommendation that lacked 
the authority Paul had as an apostle. 
We can be sure that these letters were 
not written by the leaders of the church 
in Jerusalem and did not have the 
approval of the Twelve. Perhaps a 
group of Jews in Jerusalem and 
elsewhere, opposed to Paul’s teaching 
and conduct, produced them. Further, 
as peddlers of God’s word, the 
imposters not only proclaimed a 
distorted gospel but also verbally 
attacked Paul. They desired to exert 
authority over the Christians in Corinth 

and make them conform to Judaistic 
practice in Jerusalem. 
Now Paul asks the Corinthians to 
evaluate his work as the missionary 
apostle who founded the church by 
preaching the gospel of salvation. As 
their pastor, Paul had kept a lively 
interest in the life and conduct of the 
people. He corresponded with them, 
counseled them, and even visited them. 
The question Paul asks is whether he 
needs a letter of recommendation, for 
he had never had such a letter when he 
came to Corinth. Jesus sent him as an 
apostle to the Gentiles and that was 
more than any written document could 
say. For him to produce a letter would 
be absurd, unnecessary, and an affront 
to Jesus Christ. 
 
‘You yourselves are our epistle.’ The 
age-old proverb, ‘The proof of the 
pudding is in the eating’ is an apt 
description of Paul’s challenge to the 
intruders. Let them see what Paul has 
done in Corinth through the preaching 
of Christ’s gospel. The apostle 
emphatically directs attention to the 
Corinthians and says, ‘You 
yourselves.’ They themselves are 
living proof that Paul is their spiritual 
father and leader. They are an open 
book for all to read…Through Paul, 
the fledgling church of Corinth had 
come into being and now proved to be 
a miracle of a new creation in Christ.” 
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Let me give you a personal illustration 
of this kind of thing working itself out 
in a church in our day. We have faced 
it in this church, but let me take you 
back about 30 years. When we lived in 
Montana, after some years went by, we 
decided that in addition to the first 
church I pastured, we would drive 
weekly 30 miles to the south and teach 
a Bible study to people there who had 
no church and who had begun to drive 
to ours. 
 
We met resistance to these efforts 
immediately from some of the carnal 
and probably unsaved people where 
we lived. One of them, dead now after 
crashing his car under the influence of 
drugs, said “you are this church’s 
pastor. You cannot go further south 
than the Summit, nor further north than 
Goat Creek.  You have to stay in this 
community.” Ha!   
 
Disregarding that, over some years, I 
drove each week in the evening to the 
south and taught that Bible study. We 
met first in the meeting room of the 
local PUD office, then moved later 
into a home. The people were 
appreciative and we saw a few come to 
Christ. The group grew and we rented 
the upstairs of another building and 
eventually began to meet there for 
services on Sunday evenings. 
 
Then a guy began to come, along with 
his family. We will call him Ted. Ted 

was a local professional and said that 
he had become disenchanted with the 
Lutheran church which was his 
background (ELCA). He dove right in 
and was very helpful and put some of 
his professional skills to what appeared 
to be good use in the church.  
 
One day he came to my office and told 
me that he wanted to confess to me 
that he had an alcohol problem and 
that it caused difficulty in his marriage. 
That sounds so humble, right? But 
then, not long after that, myself and 
several church board members were 
sitting together in a high school gym 
watching a basketball game. This guy 
comes in, carrying a baby, obviously 
staggering around and drunk. So much 
so that someone in the crowd said 
‘hey, watch that guy! He’s drunk and 
he is going to hurt that baby!’ Ted 
make it a point to sit right by us and 
exhibit his drunken behavior. 
 
A few days later I met with our church 
board, reminded them of what Ted had 
done, and told them that he needed to 
be confronted and disciplined. Their 
response? “No way! How can you be 
so harsh! Ted is just calling out for 
help!” And the would do nothing. Ted 
was never confronted and kept 
“serving” in the church. 
 
I noticed in fact that from that day on, 
Ted would make it a point to come 
into my office sometimes, not say a 
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word, and work on some of the church 
records in connection with his 
‘ministry.’ He was obviously doing it 
on purpose, in my face, defiance. 
 
A short while later, one of the men on 
the church board brought up to the 
board that he had not been impressed 
with my sermons lately and that “it is 
this board’s duty to be sure that the 
people hear what they want to hear on 
Sundays.” At this point, Ted said, “Oh 
yes, absolutely. I agree.” My response 
was that I was presently preaching just 
as I always had, through the pastoral 
epistles, and that if God’s Word was a 
stench to anyone, it was still doing its 
work. I told them that no one was 
going to dictate to me to not preach 
God’s Word. 
 
However, the rest of the board 
members refused to stand up to Ted. 
Interestingly, only about one week 
later, as I could see more of the people 
giving their hearts to Ted, I received a 
letter from a church in Anchorage, 
asking me to come up there and be 
interviewed for the position of pastor. I 
did and it wasn’t long before we were 
called there and we left the church in 
Montana.   
 
To this day, Ted remains the ruling 
power in that church, and the people 
remain estranged from me. They have 
told me how much Ted has changed 
and how wonderful it would be if I 

would come back and see the big new 
building they have built and fully paid 
for and all the ministries going on 
there. But I refused. Ted has not 
repented. He has not changed. And 
they still love it so. 
 
So I know a bit of what the Apostle 
Paul was experiencing with these 
Corinthians! You all have experienced 
some of this in this church as legalists 
or people who love to be first have 
crept in over the years and stolen away 
the hearts of some. Why? How can this 
happen? It happens because these false 
teachers offer an external glory in their 
perversions of the gospel, and people 
who are looking at things as they are 
outwardly fall for it.   
 
One test then is this – what evidence is 
there of the Lord, of the power of His 
Spirit and His gospel, effecting the new 
birth and faith and repentance in 
others under this person’s ministry? 
Because as Paul observed, and as I 
have observed over the years, God 
does not bless these false teachers. 
They create division. They cause harm. 
They exalt themselves. But they do not 
produce the unity of the Spirit of 
Christ, they bring people into the 
slavery of legalism or teach them to 
commit immorality via libertinism.   
 
And one of the most common 
identifiers of these wicked ones is this 
– 
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They are spiritual parasites. 

What do I mean by this? Well, look at 
Ted once more. What did Ted do?  He 
did the very same thing these false 
teachers at Corinth were doing. He 
crept in to an existing ministry and 
peddled his false gospel there. Put it in 
these terms- 
 
Wolves are always, always, always 
functioning as false shepherds in the 
True Shepherd’s flock. Wolves do not 
give birth to lambs. Wolves must dress 
in wool and creep in to a flock of 
sheep. Wolves are spiritual parasites. 
 
Many times I have asked the “Teds” 
that we have encountered here, “If you 
are so gifted by Christ to minister to 
others, if you know how Christ’s 
church is to function better than 
anyone else, if you expect people to 
listen to you and you want to be first 
citizen in the church, then why didn’t 
you go to seminary? Why aren’t you a 
pastor? Why aren’t you preaching? 
The answer is simple. Wolves are 
parasites. They cannot give birth to 
lambs because their gospel is a false 
one. They must creep into an existing 
flock in order to do their evil. 
 
And we must we WISE to these 
tactics! 
 
Written on Hearts 
 

 
 
2 Corinthians 3:3  And you show 
that you are a letter from Christ 
delivered by us, written not with 
ink but with the Spirit of the living 
God, not on tablets of stone but on 
tablets of human hearts. 
 
Alright then, we must proceed. Behind 
all of what Paul is saying here about 
“letters” and “hearts” and “the Spirit,” 
the Apostle has in mind the very nature 
of the New Covenant and some key 
Old Testament texts which speak of 
these things.  Let me quote Kistemaker 
again- 
 
“Written on our hearts. In the Greek 
text, the verb to write on (with the 
figurative meaning inscribe or 
engrave) occurs only here. It was 
widely used in the ancient world to 
express the idea of inscribing 
something on the heart. Jeremiah 
voiced the same thought when he 
recorded the divine prophecy: 
 
Jeremiah 31:33 
(33)  But this is the covenant that I 
will make with the house of Israel 
after those days, declares the 
LORD: I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it on their 
hearts. And I will be their God, and 
they shall be my people. 
 
Hebrews 8:10-11 
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(10)  For this is the covenant that I 
will make with the house of Israel 
after those days, declares the Lord: 
I will put my laws into their minds, 
and write them on their hearts, and 
I will be their God, and they shall 
be my people. 
(11)  And they shall not teach, each 
one his neighbor and each one his 
brother, saying, 'Know the Lord,' 
for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest. 
 
Isaiah 51:7 
(7)  "Listen to me, you who know 
righteousness, the people in whose 
heart is my law; fear not the 
reproach of man, nor be dismayed 
at their revilings. 
 
Ezekiel 36:24-27 
(24)  I will take you from the 
nations and gather you from all the 
countries and bring you into your 
own land. 
(25)  I will sprinkle clean water on 
you, and you shall be clean from all 
your uncleannesses, and from all 
your idols I will cleanse you. 
(26)  And I will give you a new 
heart, and a new spirit I will put 
within you. And I will remove the 
heart of stone from your flesh and 
give you a heart of flesh. 
(27)  And I will put my Spirit within 
you, and cause you to walk in my 
statutes and be careful to obey my 
rules. 

 
Paul will go on in this chapter, as we 
will see next time in more detail, to 
demonstrate that the glory of the New 
Covenant far exceeds the temporary, 
fading glory of the Old. That is to say, 
any teacher who is claiming that we 
should cling to Moses is a false teacher 
who is promoting external religion 
characterized only by works of the 
flesh and not a regenerated heart. 
 
This imagery of the Spirit writing on 
our hearts is chosen by the biblical 
authors in order to show us the contrast 
of the New Covenant in Christ with the 
Old Covenant. One of these contrasts 
is that the Old Covenant had a visible, 
ongoing, yet temporal “glory.”  
Consider: 
 
•   A visible temple, rather 

magnificent by the time of Christ 
•   In Moses’ day a cloud and fire 

over the tabernacle 
•   A priesthood with a high priest 

dressed in glorious attire 
•   Sacrifices of many kinds 
•   Trumpets 
•   Physical deliverance miracles: 

Red Sea, manna, quail, etc. 
•   And as we will see, Moses’ 

shining face 
 
This “glory” appeals to the natural 
man in many ways. He sees it all as an 
end in itself, which of course the Old 
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Covenant was never meant to be. It 
had an end          - 
Romans 10:4 For Christ is the end 
of the law for righteousness to 
everyone who believes. 
 
Let’s read on: 
 
2 Corinthians 3:4-11 
(4)  Such is the confidence that we 
have through Christ toward God. 
(5)  Not that we are sufficient in 
ourselves to claim anything as 
coming from us, but our sufficiency 
is from God, 
(6)  who has made us competent to 
be ministers of a new covenant, not 
of the letter but of the Spirit. For 
the letter kills, but the Spirit gives 
life. 
(7)  Now if the ministry of death, 
carved in letters on stone, came 
with such glory that the Israelites 
could not gaze at Moses' face 
because of its glory, which was 
being brought to an end, 
(8)  will not the ministry of the 
Spirit have even more glory? 
(9)  For if there was glory in the 
ministry of condemnation, the 
ministry of righteousness must far 
exceed it in glory. 
(10)  Indeed, in this case, what 
once had glory has come to have no 
glory at all, because of the glory 
that surpasses it. 
(11)  For if what was being brought 
to an end came with glory, much 

more will what is permanent have 
glory. 
We can look at these verses in more 
detail next time, but for now simply 
note Paul’s emphasis here on “glory.”  
There WAS a glory in the Old 
Covenant. God’s shining glory. It was 
impressive. But it faded. It was 
temporary. It pointed to Christ, but it 
could not give life. It only condemned.  
 
And so the question – what kind of 
glory does your religion have? 
Temporary or Eternal? Earthly or 
Heavenly?  Fleshly or Spiritual? Is 
your religion written outside of you, or 
inside of you on your heart? 
 
There is a glory in Christ. Christ 
Himself is the shining glory of God 
(Heb 1). Right now at this moment, 
every single Christian is being 
“glorified” – until one day when we 
are with Christ and He resurrects us, 
we will shine in radiant, perfect, glory. 
Unbelievers cannot see this glory 
which is only in Christ. They are blind 
to it. And so they embrace temporal 
glory in outward forms of religion, all 
of which is fading.  That is what these 
false teachers were trying to snag the 
Corinthians with. 
 
The gospel is glorious. Christ is 
glorious. His church is glorious. But 
right now, that glory has not come to 
fullness. Paul’s primary point in this 
section and on into chapter 4 is to 
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show the Corinthians, and us, that the 
glory to be revealed one day is 
unimaginable and eternal.  Let me 
close by reading what Paul says in 
chapter 4, and particularly 
emphasizing the very last verse of this 
chapter as the summation of what he 
would have us understand: 
 
2 Corinthians 4:1-18 
(1)  Therefore, having this ministry 
by the mercy of God, we do not lose 
heart. 
(2)  But we have renounced 
disgraceful, underhanded ways. We 
refuse to practice cunning or to 
tamper with God's word, but by the 
open statement of the truth we 
would commend ourselves to 
everyone's conscience in the sight 
of God. 
(3)  And even if our gospel is veiled, 
it is veiled only to those who are 
perishing. 
(4)  In their case the god of this 
world has blinded the minds of the 
unbelievers, to keep them from 
seeing the light of the gospel of the 
glory of Christ, who is the image of 
God. 
(5)  For what we proclaim is not 
ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
with ourselves as your servants for 
Jesus' sake. 
(6)  For God, who said, "Let light 
shine out of darkness," has shone 
in our hearts to give the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in 
the face of Jesus Christ. 
(7)  But we have this treasure in 
jars of clay, to show that the 
surpassing power belongs to God 
and not to us. 
(8)  We are afflicted in every way, 
but not crushed; perplexed, but not 
driven to despair; 
(9)  persecuted, but not forsaken; 
struck down, but not destroyed; 
(10)  always carrying in the body 
the death of Jesus, so that the life 
of Jesus may also be manifested in 
our bodies. 
(11)  For we who live are always 
being given over to death for Jesus' 
sake, so that the life of Jesus also 
may be manifested in our mortal 
flesh. 
(12)  So death is at work in us, but 
life in you. 
(13)  Since we have the same spirit 
of faith according to what has been 
written, "I believed, and so I 
spoke," we also believe, and so we 
also speak, 
(14)  knowing that he who raised 
the Lord Jesus will raise us also 
with Jesus and bring us with you 
into his presence. 
(15)  For it is all for your sake, so 
that as grace extends to more and 
more people it may increase 
thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 
(16)  So we do not lose heart. 
Though our outer self is wasting 
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away, our inner self is being 
renewed day by day. 
(17)  For this light momentary 
affliction is preparing for us an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all 
comparison, 
(18)  as we look not to the things 
that are seen but to the things that 
are unseen. For the things that are 
seen are transient, but the things 
that are unseen are eternal. 
 
 


