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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS: 

Turning Tough Times into Triumph 

“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage” 

Study Number Five – 2 Corinthians 3:1-11 

In episode #1 we saw Paul tell us how to handle tough times. 

In episode #2 we talked about the whole matter of criticism. 

In episode #3 we talked about when discipline is enough. 

And in episode #4 we talked about the apostle Paul being so 

discouraged he was ready to fold his scroll and go on to 

Macedonia. In fact he did that. He left Troas an open door 

ministry. 

And one of the things we talked about was the fact that all of 

us, when we’re really honest, have needs. And if we’re not 

honest we come across with this business that we’re totally 

adequate and we don’t need anybody. 

Probably the hardest thing in the world is for people to accept 

the fact that ministers have needs and are willing to accept 

the fact that they’re not any different than anybody else. 

There’s a book called The Walk on Water Syndrome and it’s 
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about ministers who are forced into positions of doing things 

that are super-human and trying to live up to the expectations 

of other believers around them. And this list of things came 

out to tell the truth about ministry. 

 

(The Walk on Water Syndrome by Edward B. Bratcher) 

 

• He listens to all of the fears, mistakes, and loneliness of 

his parishioners but has no one to whom he can tell his 

struggles. 

• He is a man who cries inwardly and often openly in the 

quietness of his office because he has so many human 

weaknesses. 

• He is a man trying to play the game of religion but often 

doesn’t know where the ball-park is. 

• He is a man who plays so many roles that he doesn’t know 

who he is… 

• He is a father who often isn’t home. 

• He wants to be well known and hopes that the next 

church will be a little bigger and more prestigious. 

• He would like to tell some of his congregation to go to Hell 

but this would take six months of theological discussion to 

clarify. 

• He tells the congregation to walk in the Spirit and then 

goes to the office and wonders what it means. 

• He is syrupy sweet in his conversation—like a used car 

salesman. 

• He curses under his breath when the chronic neurotic in 

the church calls while he is entertaining guests and then feels 

guilty after he treats her so rudely… 
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• To a child he is God—the God who lives at the church. 

• He is the one who wouldn’t even express a little smile if a 

hole had developed in his waders and his shorts were getting 

wet while conducting a baptismal service. 

• He is concerned about the well-being of this city but is 

more concerned about a new building for the church. A 

building for the over-privileged. 

• Above everything else he is a human being. 

(source unknown) 

 

As we study 2 Corinthians we become aware of the fact that 

Paul is very much a human being and he hurts just like we 

hurt. And he has some of the very same experiences that we 

have. 

 

Paul constantly faced a harassment of false teachers who were 

coming after him and plaguing his converts. For instance, 

there were those who believed that they stayed under the 

Mosaic Law after they became a Christian. There were those 

who believed that they had to be circumcised in order to be 

under the blessings of salvation. That they kept the Mosaic 

Law after they became a Christian and lived by that.  

 

And so these teachers have been active in the city of Corinth. 

And because of that, Paul has not only gotten criticized for the 

fact that his itinerary was not what it should be, but they 

were actually criticizing his teaching.  

 

And as we come to our study, we understand some of these 

questions in the first part and we understand some of the 
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references to the Old Testament Law in these first eleven 

verses, simply because he is trying to make things as clear as 

possible with regard to the grace of God. 

 

Now let’s pick up at verse 1. 

 

v. 1 Are we beginning again to be commending 

ourselves? Or, we are not needing, as some, letters 

of commendation to you or from you, are we? 

 

“Are we beginning again to be commending ourselves? Or, we 

are not needing, as some, letters of commendation to you or 

from you, are we?” 

 

There are THREE QUESTIONS in this chapter. Two of them 

are right here in the first verse. He’s saying, first of all: 

 

1. “Are we beginning again to be commending ourselves?” 

 

Remember what he said in our last passage just as the study 

ended?  

 

He says: 

 

2 Corinthians 2:17 

 

We are not like the many who are peddling the word of God… 

 

And we could almost hear the Corinthians who are so critical 

of him: “Oh here we go again. Mr. Paul. He’s the exception. 
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He’s not like everybody else.” 

 

And so he can hear them saying that. But perhaps he’s also 

saying, “You mean that because I’ve been gone so long, that 

now I’ve got to go back to square one in my relationship with 

you? In other words, I’ve got to start all over again brand new 

in our relationship? And we need to do this over again?” 

 

And then question #2: 

 

2. “Or, we are not needing, as some, letters of commendation 

to you or from you, are we?” 

 

We see what they did in those days, simply because they 

didn’t have telephones and they didn’t have sophisticated 

means of communication, they sent letters with them. And a 

lot of the fellas who were ministering in those days, going 

from place to place, had letters of commendation from Peter, 

James and John in the city of Jerusalem.  

 

And they carried these letters of credentials with them as 

their letters of reference so they would be accepted in a given 

town when they were ministering to people. This way they 

were able to be protected in what they were doing.  

 

And he is just going from the sublime to the ridiculous here. 

He’s saying, “Are we in such a position with you that we’re 

going to need some letters of commendation and 

recommendation from you?” 
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Now the very fact that the Judaizing teachers have been there 

and they’ve drawn them off by the Law, and now we’re going 

to need letters of recommendation for us?  

 

Now it’s interesting what Ray Stedman said about this 

because it makes us realize that if the apostle Paul were living 

today, he’d have a pretty tough time in finding any kind of 

letters of Ecclesiastical acceptance from anybody.  

 

Listen to a little bit of his background: 

 

(Expository Studies in 2 Corinthians: Power Out of Weakness 

by Ray C. Stedman) 

 

 I have often wondered how the apostle Paul would rate in 

ecclesiastical circles, whether he would be considered a 

success or not if he were carrying on his ministry today. It is 

hard to believe that a man who spent most of his time in jail, 

who never made enough salary to buy a home of his own, who 

never built a church building, never spoke on television, or 

even had a radio broadcast, who ran around so much that he 

had no permanent residence of his own, who frequently had to 

get a job to support himself, who admitted that he was a poor 

speaker and had a very unimpressive appearance, could ever 

be a successful pastor or minister. He just does not fit the 

accepted scheme of what makes for success in the ministry 

today.  

p. 36  

 

So Paul got horrendous criticism.  
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One writer spoke of President Lincoln when he said the 

following: 

 

(Criticizing by William J. Diehm) 

 

… “If I were to try to read, much less answer, all the attacks 

made on me, this shop might as well be closed for any other 

business. I do the very best I know how—the very best I can, 

and I mean to keep doing so until the end. If the end brings 

me out all right, what is said against me won’t amount to 

anything. If the end brings me out wrong, ten angels swearing 

I was right would make no difference.” 

p. 102  

 

In Criticizing by Diehm we read this: 

 

(Criticizing by William J. Diehm) 

 

I am learning that I decide who has bugging privileges and 

who does not. It’s a wonderful feeling to learn how to be in 

charge of my emotions. 

 You do not have to respond to a rude, aggressive person 

who cuts in front of you in line. You can say to yourself, “Cool 

it. Save your emotional energy for someone more worthy.” 

p. 105  

 

Paul seems to have this tremendous confidence and resilience 

about him because he’s honest and he doesn’t have anything 

to hide. His motives are pure and his message is from God. 
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And so when he faces these constant criticisms, and the 

tearing down of his ministry, it’s just incredible how the man 

just keeps on going. And so these first two questions are that. 

 

1. “Are we needing to be commending ourselves to you 

again?” 

 

2. “We really don’t need letters from Jerusalem do we? 

Letters of recommendation for our ministry?” 

 

And look at verse 2. Talk about really putting it down to 

where they live. 

 

v. 2 You are our letter, which has been engraved in our 

hearts, which is being known and read by all men;  

 

“You are our letter, which has been engraved in our hearts, 

which is being known and read by all men;” 

 

He’s saying here, “You are our letter.”  

 

“We love you so much that your letter, the letter to you, is that 

you are ‘engraved in our hearts.’ And we are those who are in 

deep, intimate relationships and we have a great concern for 

you.” 

 

William Barclay has written several books, many of them in 

the theological field that we do not recommend because he is 

way out when he gets into the realm of theology. But he wrote 
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his own autobiography. And in his autobiography there are 

two choice passages that talk about a deep love. And one of 

them is about one of his professors. 

 

(A Spiritual Autobiography by William Barclay) 

 

 Of two people must still speak. The first is G. H. C. 

Macgregor, my predecessor in the New Testament chair in 

Glasgow. I was his lecturer for seventeen years. I never knew 

a man who was at one and the same time so much the mystic 

and the scholar. He was never strong. Throughout the years I 

came to love him. I went to see him in his last illness to tell 

him not to worry, that [everything] was well with the 

department. … I did now know I was not to see him again, 

and as I left his bedroom, he put his hand on mine and said: 

“Willie, when I die they’ll find your name written on my 

heart.” In one of Socrates’ scenes Socrates asked a simple old 

man for what he was most thankful, for what he most wanted 

to thank God, and the old man answered: “That being such as 

I am I have had the friends I have had.”  

p. 20  

 

Paul had such a deep love, caring, compassion for the 

Corinthians. We can say when it comes to these letters, “the 

letter is written in our hearts, and you’re that letter. We care 

that much for you.” 

 

If the church is really going to get back to where it needs to be, 

it’s going to be a kind of deep, intimate caring and a real 

concern and a love for one another. 
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Paul is peerless at this point. He loves them and his love is not 

conditional. He still reaches out to them, even though they’re 

critical. 

 

In Quality Friendship by Gary Inrig talks about friendships: 

 

(Quality Friendship: The Risks and Rewards by Gary Inrig) 

 

 Out of the furnaces of war come many true stories of 

sacrificial friendship. One such story tells of two friends in 

World War I, who were inseparable. They had enlisted 

together, trained together, were shipped overseas together, 

and fought side-by-side in the trenches. During an attack, one 

of the men was critically wounded in a field filled with barbed 

wire obstacles, and he was unable to crawl back to his foxhole. 

The entire area was under withering enemy crossfire, and it 

was suicidal to try to reach him. Yet his friend decided to try. 

Before he could get out of his own trench, his sergeant yanked 

him back inside and ordered him not to go. “It’s too late. You 

can’t do him any good, and you’ll only get yourself killed.” 

 A few minutes later, the officer turned his back, and 

instantly the man was gone after his friend. A few minutes 

later he staggered back, mortally wounded, with his friend, 

now dead, in his arms. The sergeant was both angry and 

deeply moved. “What a waste,” he blurted out. “He’s dead and 

you’re dying. It just wasn’t worth it.” 

 With almost his last breath, the dying man replied, “Oh, 

yes, it was, Sarge. When I got to him, the only thing he said 

was, ‘I knew you’d come, Jim!’” 
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(source unknown) 

 

And the relationship that Paul sustains with the Corinthians 

is like that. He says, “You can criticize me if you want, you can 

tell me I’ve got to go back to square one. You can tell me I’m 

proud. You can tell me that I’m going to have letters of 

recommendation before I come back to Corinth. But I want to 

tell you, you are our letter—written on our hearts.”  

 

v. 3 who are openly being shown that you are a letter of 

Christ, having been cared for by us, not having 

been written with ink, but with the Spirit of the 

living God, not on tablets of stone, but on tablets of 

human hearts.  

 

“who are openly being shown that you are a letter of Christ, 

having been cared for by us, not having been written with ink, 

but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone,”—

where’d he get that? See there’s the 10 Commandments that 

come into the picture. 

 

“not on the tablets of stone, but on the tablets of human 

hearts.” 

 

We can look at that little phrase in that verse, “having been 

cared for by us,” and ask ourselves the questions: 

 

How do we care for somebody? How do we demonstrate and 

how did he demonstrate to them that he cared for them? 
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THREE THINGS are true, if we really care for something: 

 

1. We’re concerned about MEETING THEIR NEEDS. 

 

2. We’re concerned about MINISTERING THE WORD OF 

GOD—if we’re a believer. 

 

3. We’re concerned about MAKING INTERCESSION or 

PRAYING for them. 

 

Now let’s homilitize that into three words: 

 

1. we PROVIDE, 

 

2. we PREACH, and 

 

3. we PRAY. 

 

When we really care for somebody, we want to PROVIDE for 

their need, we want to PREACH or teach the Word of God to 

them, and then we want to promise them that we’ll PRAY and 

that we really will intercede on their behalf. 

 

And these are the things, basically, that Paul has done to 

demonstrate that he cares for them.  

 

Now the rest of the passage is really easy. There are FOUR 

NEGATIVE and POSITIVE STATEMENTS. One of Paul’s 

normal things that he does in his writing is often—and we’ll 

see it before we get through in a couple of more of the 
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studies—he’ll say, “It’s not like this but it’s like this.”  

 

And when we read Paul we need to remember that. 

 

NEGATIVELY, not this—but POSITIVELY, this. 

 

And we can put a NEGATIVE—POSITIVE all the way 

through it. And there are four of those now in the passage as 

he deals with this conflict with the Jewish Law and with these 

teachers who are harassing him in Corinth and trying to steal 

away his congregation—and they’ve had a little success. 

 

Now let’s look at the NEGATIVE and POSITIVE 

STATEMENTS as we walk through the remaining verses. 

 

“not having been written with ink,”—there’s the NEGATIVE. 

 

“but with the Spirit of the living God,”—POSITIVE. 

 

Why does he bring the Holy Spirit in this? It’s the Holy Spirit 

who convicts us, isn’t He?  

 

In John 16 Jesus said the Holy Spirit is going to come, and 

what’s He going to do? He’s going to convict us of sin, He’s 

going to show us the righteousness of Christ, and He’s going to 

convict us of judgment if we don’t respond. And those are the 

things that He brings. 

 

Now, when we receive Christ, when we respond by faith and 

allow Christ to come into our lives, what happens? The Holy 
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Spirit is the one who comes to indwell us at that very moment. 

And the Bible calls Him the Regenerator.  

 

He comes, bringing life to us. He comes to dwell within us. He 

comes to baptize us into the body of Christ, and He comes to 

permanently indwell us as our Teacher who can guide us into 

all truth.  

 

So the Spirit of God is the one who does the writing on human 

hearts and not with ink. 

 

Now the second positive and negative statement are the next 

ones: 

 

“not on tablets of stone,”—NEGATIVE—immediately we think 

of the Ten Commandments, don’t we?  

 

Moses came down off of the mountain and he had these two 

stone tablets with the original Ten Commandments of the 

Law.  

 

“but on tablets of human hearts”—POSITIVE. 

 

E. Stanley Jones said, if we really want to know how much we 

care: 

 

(If Those Who Reach Could Touch by Gail and Gordon 

MacDonald) 

 

You can judge how far you have risen in the scale of life by 
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asking one question: How wisely and how deeply do [you 

really] care?...To be Christianized is to be sensitized: 

Christians are people who care. No one, anywhere, can come 

into authentic contact with Jesus Christ in personal surrender 

and obedience without beginning to care. It was the first 

reaction I felt when I arose from my knees in the hour of 

conversion. I felt as though I wanted to put my arms around 

the world and share this with everybody. 

p. 47  

 

Yes! That is the experience of brand new believers. A love and 

a concern for others. 

 

Well one of the things that is really exciting is to see people 

who really do care for each other and they have a concern. The 

world’s right. They look at us as an institution, basically, and 

they think we come to hatch, match and dispatch. And that’s 

basically all that the church does, and that’s the function for 

the church. 

 

Someone said: 

 

“You can really tell that somebody did something when a 

turtle’s on a fencepost.” 

(source unknown) 

 

There are a lot of things that come into our lives that give 

spontaneous opportunities to demonstrate that we really care 

and we really love, and are we willing to answer that 

challenge. Are we willing to do something about it instead of 
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waiting for everybody else to come and do it, do we rise and do 

it? 

 

J. Grant Howard  tells about an experience where he had a 

chance to prove his love: 

 

(Balancing Life’s Demands by J. Grant Howard) 

 

 One evening after supper, I settled into my easy chair 

with a good book and began to immerse myself in its 

stimulating, stretching, theological insights. Down the hall 

and into the room came our three-year-old blond bombshell, 

Juli. “Daddy,” she said, “will you read to me?” I looked at the 

book I was reading—The Providence of God by G. C. 

Berkouwer, translated from the Dutch. I looked at the book 

she was holding in her pudgy little hand—Myrtle the Turtle! 

 That’s when love stops being sentiment and theory. Are 

you going to shoo the kid off with some lame excuse, or put 

your book down and let her crawl [up] into your lap while you 

crawl into her world of turtles? That’s a sacrifice for an adult 

who has long since graduated from children’s literature. That 

night I sacrificed Berkouwer for Myrtle and we labored 

through the eighteen pages of a not very thick plot. I could see 

the end coming. I started reaching for my book, waiting for 

Juli to slip down off my lap and run and play. No way [José]. 

Instead, she looked up at me with those big blue eyes and 

said, “Daddy, read it again.” That’s because a child needs 

repetition. I don’t. Once through Myrtle the Turtle meets my 

needs for months. But parental love must be willing to 

sacrifice some of its own needs in order to meet the needs of 
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the child. 

pp. 95-96  

 

Archibald Hart is a Christian psychologist and he has written 

a book called Feeling Free. And he really feels that a lot of the 

patients that he faces are people who are so selfish and they 

have not learned what it is to care for somebody else. They’ve 

gotten so involved in self-pity and so ingrown that they really 

cannot see beyond the end of their own nose in really reaching 

out to other people. And he says this: 

 

(Feeling Free by Archibald D. Hart) 

 

 Have you ever wondered why it is possible to love animals 

so much more easily than human beings? Literally millions of 

people shower love and affection on a wide range of pets from 

dogs to little mice. I have always felt that there was 

something tragic about this. Not that we should stop loving 

animals. I just adore them, and there can be a lot of 

therapeutic value in having pets. … 

 But why is it so much easier to love pets? I think it’s 

because animals know only one way to love, and that is the 

unconditional way. And we can love them because they will 

always receive that love whenever it is given, without playing 

games or setting up subtle resistances. Even when we have 

scolded them or withheld their food, they will respond to the 

slightest show of affection with immediate pleasure and give 

no hint of any desire to get revenge or hurt us back. Why, even 

completely strange dog can come up to me and begin receiving 

my love as if it were entitled to it. I would like people to do 
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this also, but somehow they find it difficult. 

pp. 162-63  

 

We’re locked into ourselves and we just don’t do this. And 

that’s why the church, the body of Christ, is so lame in its 

deep interpersonal relationships. We might be thinking  Paul 

doesn’t know some of the people. We have to look at these 

people.  

 

They’re coming to him with a critical nature. They’re coming 

to him with the thing about commending himself, or he’s 

“Proud Paul.” And they’re coming to him with these kinds of 

questions and yet he comes back with answers of love and 

compassion. 

 

Barclay talks about his wife Kate. He had been married to her 

for 40 years. Of course he has since gone to be with the Lord. 

He said that Kate never read any of his books: 

 

(A Spiritual Autobiography by William Barclay) 

 

I do not know how Kate has put up with me for forty years. All 

I know is that I have been cared for and protected for all my 

days with a care and a protection which no man could deserve, 

and for which no thanks are adequate, and which I can only 

acknowledge. One of the greatest sins in life is to take things 

for granted. I said that Kate did not read [any of] my books. I 

hope that she will read this one, for I want her to know, and I 

want everyone to know, that without her life for me would 

[have been] impossible. 
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p. 23 

 

“You Corinthians are a letter of Christ to me. You have been 

cared for by us. It’s not been written with ink, but with the 

Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone, but on tablets 

of human hearts.” 

 

What’s the picture here? God reached down with His finger 

and He wrote on the stones. That same God reached down on 

that wall in Daniel 5 and He wrote: 

 

Daniel 5:25, 27 

 

MENE, MENE, TEKEL, PARSIN …You are weighed in the 

balance and found wanting. 

 

And he’s saying, God’s hand reached down and wrote a letter 

on our hearts and you are that letter. It’s because of our love 

and compassion that we can say the things we’re saying. 

 

v. 4 And such confidence we are having through Christ 

toward God.  

 

“And such confidence we are having through Christ toward 

God.” 

 

Philippians 1:6 

 

He is confident of this very thing, that He who began a good 

work will continue to perform it… 
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Here he says we’re having a “confidence…through Christ 

toward God.” 

 

v. 5 Not that we are adequate in ourselves to evaluate 

anything as coming from ourselves but our 

adequacy is from God.  

 

“Not that we are adequate in ourselves to evaluate anything 

as coming from ourselves but our adequacy is from God.” 

 

Does that cut across everything that we believe in?  

 

If we’re a success in the eyes of the world, we are an adequate 

person. Friend, we have it together! And we want to project 

that adequacy. It’s like the preacher who walks on water. He’s 

got all the answers. He never has a problem, see. And we 

project that. As a result, people are horribly let down and 

disappointed when they see inadequacy. 

 

Paul is going to come right up on the front end of it and he’s 

going to say, “we are not adequate in ourselves to evaluate 

anything, as coming from ourselves but”—where’s our 

adequacy?—“our adequacy is from God.” 

 

Now there is our third NEGATIVE and POSITIVE statement.  

 

Now let’s review: 

 

1.  “not having been written with ink but with the Spirit of 
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the living God.” 

 

2.  “not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.” 

 

3.  “Not that we are adequate in ourselves to evaluate 

anything … but our adequacy is from God.” 

 

Have we learned that yet? Have we learned that we are not 

“adequate in ourselves” but He is?  

 

John 15:5 

 

“I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me, 

and I in him, the same brings forth much fruit; for [WHAT?] 

apart from Me you can do nothing. 

 

John 12:24, 25 

 

… except the corn of wheat fall into the earth and die, it 

abides alone … 

 

Our adequacy is in Him. 

 

Let’s look at some more verses and then we can pursue this 

little thought: 

 

1. 2 Chronicles 20:12 and 17—“We don’t know what to do, 

but our eyes are upon you.” 

 

2. Exodus 14:13 and 14—Moses, standing at the Red Sea 
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with the Egyptians coming up there. 

 

3. Joshua 10:8 

 

4. 1 Samuel 17:47—this is David when he’s facing Goliath. 

 

5. 2 Chronicles 32:7 and 8—“Be strong and courageous. 

Don’t be afraid or discouraged because of the king of Assyria 

and the vast army that’s with him, there’s a greater power 

with us than with him. Because with him is the arm of the 

flesh, with us is the Lord our God to fight our battles for us.” 

 

Paul says, “we are not adequate in ourselves.” We don’t have 

an adequate front. We don’t have it together.  

 

Why do we have to give those kinds of feelings? Behind all this 

is a real ugly word—P.R.I.D.E. 

 

Our PRIDE has to be ministered unto. And why is it that 

when somebody comes up to us and says, “How is it?” We say 

great. The reason we do that is pride. We don’t want anybody 

in the world to think that we have a problem or we don’t have 

it together. 

 

Listen to this: 

 

(Spiritual Awakening, Sherwood Eliot Wirt, editor) 

 

 Humility does not consist in telling our faults, but in 

bearing to be told of them, in hearing them patiently and even 
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thankfully, in correcting ourselves when told, and in not 

hating those who tell us of them. If we were little in our own 

eyes, and felt our real insignificance, we should avoid false 

humility as much as more obvious vanity; but we seldom dwell 

on our faults except in an indefinite way, and rarely on those 

of which we are really guilty. We do it then in the hope of 

being contradicted, and thus of being confirmed in the secret 

good opinion [that] we entertain of ourselves. 

         —Hannah More 

p. 74 

 

Wow! She knows human nature, doesn’t she? 

 

We just don’t get excited about somebody telling us our faults! 

Pride gets in the way.  

 

E. Stanley Jones used to have these “ashrams.” These special 

times of Bible conference and he would always start it the 

same way. He’d hand out a sheet of paper and he’d tell them, 

“Now nobody’s going to see this piece of paper, but I want you 

to write on this piece of paper the need that you bring with 

you to this conference.” And he said incredibly there would 

always be a response by somebody in the audience: 

 

(The Be (Happy) Attitudes by Roberts Schuller) 

 

… “Brother Stanley, I don’t have a need. What do you write 

down if you don’t have a need?”  

pp. 29  
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Stanley always said the same thing: 

 

(The Be (Happy) Attitudes by Roberts Schuller) 

 

… “If you think you don’t have a need, then that’s your need!” 

p. 29  

 

We’re like that, aren’t we? We don’t want to say, “I’ve got a 

need and I came here praying that maybe you’d help me with 

that need. And the Spirit of God would use the passage to 

speak to me about that thing.” And yet we don’t want to be 

that honest with one another. 

 

Paul is! He says, “our adequacy is from God.” 

 

Listen to this writer: 

 

(The Be (Happy) Attitudes by Roberts Schuller) 

 

If you’re too proud 

(or [you’re] too afraid) 

To admit 

You are hurting…  

 

Don’t be surprised 

If 

Nobody seems 

To care. 

p. 32  
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If we’re too proud or we’re too afraid to admit that we’re 

hurting, don’t be surprised if nobody seems to care. 

 

Does that sound like the Sermon on the Mount?  

 

Beatitude #1: 

 

Matthew 5:3 

 

Blessed are the poor in spirit… 

 

Change that: 

 

Oh the happiness of the poor in spirit; those who are humble 

and broken and are willing to admit it and allow God to work. 

 

“our adequacy is from God.” 

 

What kind of adequacy does he get from God?  

 

1. The strength of the Holy Spirit who dwells within him. 

Right?  

 

2. And the Word of God as a source for him as he does battle.  

 

3. And of course, his faith and trust in Him. 

 

Now look at verse 6. There’s a great phrase here too. 
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v. 6 Who also made us adequate as servants of a new 

covenant, not of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the 

letter is killing, but the Spirit is giving life.  

 

“Who also made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, 

not of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the letter is killing, but 

the Spirit is giving life.” 

 

First of all he says “our adequacy is from God.” But what did 

God do to us?  

 

“Who also made us”—WHAT?—“adequate servants.” 

 

How many of us are really excited about being an “adequate 

servant”? Letting God really use us? 

 

That’s where the problem comes. First of all we don’t want to 

admit we’re inadequate so that we’re humble enough and 

broken enough to have God deal with us. And then when God 

gets through dealing with us, the way we manifest it is we’re 

servants. 

 

We see godliness in the quality of servanthood. And we can 

ask ourselves the question: 

 

How do we make an “adequate servant”? 

 

And the Lord will really tell us that.  

 

1. The first way we do that is BY EXAMPLE. 
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Remember what Jesus said in His words? 

 

Mark 10:45 

 

For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give His life a ransom for many. 

 

That’s what He came to do with His words. 

 

Now, how would He do it with His works—how would He 

demonstrate it? Remember the Upper Room in John 13 when 

He comes in and there’s a bunch of proud hearts and dirty 

feet. (see John 13:4, 5) 

 

There’s a need to be met but there’s nobody to do it. What does 

He do? He gets the bucket and the towel and He proceeds to 

go around and demonstrate what He wants from us in His last 

graphic opportunity to show us what we’re supposed to do. 

 

Because He said after He got through, “You do this for others.” 

He doesn’t mean for us to go around and literally be washing 

each other’s feet, unless we want to. But He really meant for 

us to serve one another and to bring healing to one another in 

that way. 

 

Now we also make “adequate servants”: 

 

2. BY EXPERIENCE. 
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He told them in numbers of experiences—especially when 

James and John pulled that power-play on who’s going to sit 

on the right hand and on the left in the Kingdom. And the 

Lord said, “It shall not be so among you. But whosoever be 

great among you, he shall be your servant. And whoever be 

chief among you, let him be your minister.” (see Matthew 

20:26) 

 

And so they had it by experience and they got it: 

 

3. BY EXHORTATION. 

 

And: 

 

4. BY ENCOURAGEMENT. 

 

When they served and when they’re faithful, the Lord 

certainly encouraged them. 

 

Dwight L. Moody was a great old preacher at the end of the 

19th century. And a Bible institute is named after him in 

Chicago called Moody Bible Institute.  

 

D. L. Moody used to have great Bible conferences. And after 

his big evangelistic campaigns he’d have all these people 

come. And a lot of people would come from all over the world 

for these conferences.  

 

And he had a whole bunch of guests at the conference ground 

from Europe one time. And he went up into the dorm late at 
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night and as he’s walking along the hall, here are all the boots 

lined up outside the door. Europeans were always accustomed 

to leaving their boots outside their door and somebody was 

supposed to come along and polish the boots. 

 

And Moody decided he would run down and get some of his 

seminary students to come up and polish those boots. And he 

goes down and he calls those guys and he says, “Hey, I’m 

going to need you to help me polish boots.” Do you know what 

they said?  

 

“Mr. Moody, I came here to study for the ministry. I didn’t 

come here to shine shoes.”  

 

Now Moody could have pulled rank on them. He could have 

said, “You guys get your duff up there and learn what it is to 

be a servant shining some shoes!” Instead he just quietly 

turns around and spends the rest of the night himself 

polishing every one of those shoes. That’s a servant.  

 

The greatest thing in the world that we’re ever going to do is 

to be the service that we did for somebody else. And Jesus 

said, “Not even a cup of cold water given in My name is going 

to go unnoticed.” Little things we do, He’s making us 

“adequate servants of a new covenant,” not the old one. 

 

What’s the conflict there? The old covenant is the Mosaic Law, 

isn’t it? The new covenant is a relationship to God by grace in 

receiving Christ as Savior. And so he brings that into the 

picture. 
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And the fourth and final NEGATIVE-POSITIVE is: 

 

“not of the letter, but of the Spirit;” 

 

The Spirit is the one who’s doing the work, and “not of the 

letter” of the Law. 

 

“for the letter is killing, but the Spirit is giving life.” 

 

What is the purpose of the Law? What is the purpose of any 

Law? It’s to convict us, isn’t it? Ever found a law that would 

give life? Well maybe life in prison. That’s about all a law can 

do. The law can condemn us. But we cannot find that we can 

perform a law and after 30 years say, “I deserve something 

because I kept the law.”  

 

No. We go out after 30 years of law observance and we break 

one of them, they’ll put us in jail. That’s all the law can do. It 

can condemn and it can kill. But it can’t give life. 

 

And that’s what he’s saying. “The wages of sin”—violations of 

law—“is death. But the gift of God is eternal life through 

Jesus Christ our Lord.” (ref. Romans 6:23) 

 

Now he’s going to talk in the remaining verses about the glory 

of the new as opposed to the old.  

 

v. 7 But if the ministry of death, which has been 

engraved by means of letters on stones, came with 
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glory, so that the sons of Israel were not able to 

look intently at the face of Moses because of the 

glory of his face, fading as it was,  

 

“If the ministry of death,”—that’s the Law—“which has been 

engraved by means of letters on stones,”—there he’s coming 

out with it—“came with glory, so that the sons of Israel were 

not able to look intently at the face of Moses because of the 

glory of his face, fading as it was,” 

 

Are we one of those who thought that Moses put the veil on 

his face after he came down from the mountain because he 

was trying to hide the radiance?  

 

He put the veil on his face because the radiance was beginning 

to fade and he wanted to hide it. And he wanted to keep them 

from seeing that the radiance was fading away. Is that human 

nature?  

 

When we start to walk out of fellowship with God, what do we 

do? We want to cover it. We want to be hypocritical. We don’t 

want anybody to see the fading radiance that we haven’t been 

in the Word this morning. And so we kind of veil it. We kind of 

come along with a lot of cool scriptures and verses so we really 

look like we’re in fellowship. We’ve really got it together! 

We’re playing a big game. 

 

And here in this situation, he is covering his face because the 

glory of the radiance that was received when he received the 

Law is fading away. 
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Now if we want the passage on that in Exodus, it’s Exodus 

34:29. That tells us the story of Moses’ radiant face. 

 

One write said this: 

 

(Second Corinthians: Where Life Endures by Roy L. Laurin) 

 

 The law came by Moses—grace came by Jesus Christ. The 

law says: “Do, and live”—grace says: “Live, and do.” The law 

says: “The wages of sin is death”—grace says: “The gift of God 

is eternal life.” The law pronounces condemnation and 

death—grace proclaims justification and life. The law says: 

“Cursed is every one that continueth not in all things which 

are written in the book of the law to do them”—grace says: 

“Blessed [is the man] whose iniquities are forgiven , and 

whose sins are covered. Blessed is the man to whom the Lord 

will not impute sin.” 

p. 59  

 

We cannot do it by the Law. We all have broken the Law 

somewhere along the line. We could go through the Ten 

Commandments and we’d have to say at some place we broke 

it. It doesn’t make any difference where we pick it up, we’ve 

got to say someplace we broke it. 

 

Alright, now get this, God doesn’t grade on the curve first of 

all. And then secondly, we break one we’re guilty of the whole 

thing.  
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So since He doesn’t grade on the curve and we miss one we 

flunk. How about that?  

 

Now are we ready to be a Law-keeper? There’s no hope for us. 

We’re guilty. And we’ve got a broken Law on our hands and 

the guilty sinner of a broken Law dies! The only hope is for 

God to do something for us.  

 

And Jesus Christ in His marvelous grace came and paid for 

my broken Law on Calvary’s Cross. He took the penalty from 

our Law and now He can declare us righteous because of what 

He’s done. And that’s what Paul’s getting ready to say here as 

he wraps us up. 

 

v. 8 how shall the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even 

more with glory?  

 

“how shall the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with 

glory?” 

 

There’s our third QUESTION. 

 

The word “glory” occurs TEN TIMES in these verses so it’s not 

hard to get what he’s getting at in these last verses. 

 

Now in verses 9, 10 and 11 they each start with the word 

“For.” See it?  

 

Whenever we have the word “For,” that’s a REASON for what 

he’s said before. 
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So verse 8. 

 

“how shall the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with 

glory?” 

 

There’s our question. Now our FOUR REASONS. 

 

v. 9 For if the ministry of condemnation has glory, 

much more is the ministry of righteousness 

abounding in glory.  

 

“For if the ministry of condemnation”—which is the Law—

“has glory, much more is the ministry of righteousness 

abounding in glory.” 

 

Now why does he call that a “ministry of righteousness”? 

 

Listen to Romans 1:16 and 17 and it’ll help us understand 

that: 

 

Romans 1:16, 17 

 

I am not ashamed of the gospel, it is the power of God for 

salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to 

the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from 

faith to faith; and it is written, “The righteous man shall live 

by faith.” 

 

What happens the moment we receive Jesus Christ? We are 

C
opyright ©

 2025 by Bible Teaching R
esources by D

on Anderson M
inistries. The author's teacher notes incorporate quoted,  

paraphrased and sum
m

arized m
aterial from

 a variety of sources, all of w
hich have been appropriately credited to the best of our ability.  

Q
uotations particularly reside w

ithin the realm
 of fair use. It is the nature of teacher notes to contain references that m

ay prove difficult to accurately 
attribute. Any use of m

aterial w
ithout proper citation is unintentional. Teacher notes have been com

piled by G
enevieve M

artin. 



35 

 

declared perfectly righteous in God’s sight. We are imputed 

with the righteousness of Jesus Christ. That never changes in 

God’s sight.  

 

The moment we receive Christ, we are declared perfectly 

righteous. That’s what the word justification means. Just as if 

we never sinned. We get a clean, white sheet of paper. We’re 

declared perfectly righteous in God’s sight the moment we 

receive Jesus Christ.  

 

We are of worth. We are of value. So he says it is a “ministry 

of righteousness.” 

 

David Needham wrote a book called Birthright and he talks 

about this. He says: 

 

(Birthright by David C. Needham) 

 

 At the risk of oversimplification, the differences between 

old covenant righteousness and new covenant righteousness 

could be compared to the difference between “God, be my 

Helper,” and “God, be my life.” 

p. 103  

 

He is my righteousness. 

 

(Birthright by David C. Needham) 

 

God’s purpose for humans is that they become actual 

extensions of His life through a dependent relationship with 
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Him. This, above all else, is new covenant righteousness. Of 

course such a life will express itself in righteous acts, but the 

foundation for those acts is dependence. Not in the sense of 

God helping us, but in God living through us. 

p. 104  

 

There is the picture. 

 

v. 10 For indeed what had glory, in this case has no 

glory on account of the glory that is surpassing it.  

 

“For indeed what had glory, in this case has no glory on 

account of the glory that is surpassing it.” 

 

He says if we want to make a comparison, let’s go out and look 

at the moon and the stars, okay? What happens to the moon 

and the stars when the sun rises? We ask, where is the moon 

and where are the stars? Because in the greater light, the 

lesser light is consumed. And the picture is there. 

 

He’s saying the greater glory of the grace of God makes the 

glory of the Law just fade in insignificance. Are some of these 

legalistic teachers in Corinth going to get the message from 

what he’s saying about this? 

 

v. 11 For if that which is fading away was with glory, 

much more that which is remaining is in glory.  

 

“If that which is fading away”—and we’ll end with this—“was 

with glory,”—that’s the Law—“much more that which is 
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remaining”—the grace of God and it’s still here and thank God 

for it—“is in glory.” 

 

Now there are a number of statements that are contrasted in 

those verses—between Law and grace.  

 

Whereas the law is by the letter,  

grace is by the Spirit.  

 

The Law is killing; 

grace is giving life.  

 

The law is death; 

the grace is the Spirit. 

 

The law—condemnation. 

Grace—righteousness. 

 

The law—fading away. 

Grace—remaining. 

 

Those are the actual CONTRASTS between law and grace 

right there in the passage. 

 

Now that was a little heavy theologically. And that was a little 

hard to work our way through.  

 

Okay, now here are the lessons we get out of these verses. 
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Lesson #1: Paul’s love for the Corinthians is likened to a letter 

engraved upon his heart. 

 

After Paul dies, he’d find the name of the Corinthians upon 

his heart. He loves them. 

 

Lesson #2: When you care for someone, you meet their needs, 

you minister the Word, and you make intercession for them. 

 

Lesson #3: Have you learned to find your adequacy in Jesus 

Christ? 

 

And before we find it, we have to admit our own inadequacy, 

don’t we? We have to come to that point of humble brokenness 

to admit it. 

 

Lesson #4: Have you made a commitment to become a 

servant? 

 

Does it delight us to serve others? To be characterized as a 

servant?  

 

Lesson #5: The Law kills but the Spirit gives life. 

 

Don’t let anybody put us back under the Law. It is God’s grace 

and His unmerited favor that is going to be recognized in 

eternity. 

 

Lesson #6: The glory of the Law is fading away, but the glory 

of the New Covenant is becoming greater and greater. 
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Gene Getz wrote a book called Serving One Another. He’s 

written a whole series of books on different subjects but 

Serving One Another is the book that we’re referring to in 

these final statements. 

 

(Serving One Another by Gene Getz) 

 

 A scene between Tevye and Goldie from Fiddler on the 

Roof illustrates these points. Their world of security, held 

together by their traditions, was crumbling around them as 

their daughters one by one “fell in love” and then married 

outside of [the] Jewish culture. In the Jewish community in 

which they lived in Russia, it just didn’t happen that way. 

Your mate was predetermined by your parents and hopefully 

you would learn to love one another after you were married. 

 On one occasion, Tevye turned to Goldie, his wife of 25 

years, and asked her if she loved him. Goldie avoided the 

question as long as she could. Then she named all the chores 

she’d done for her husband over the years. But Tevye still 

wanted to know if she loved him. Finally, Goldie reminded 

him that they had lived together, fought together, and starved 

together for 25 years. If that didn’t prove her love, what 

would? (Charles Hansen Music and Books, Inc. pp. 40-43) 

 The point of application of this exchange is that 

sometimes we serve another, not in love, but out of duty and a 

sense of responsibility and obligation. When that happens, 

“serving” becomes a negative experience rather than a positive 

one as God intended. 

pp. 16-17  
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Before we learned anything about servanthood, we learned 

about a man who had people written on his heart. And he 

found his adequacy in Christ and the servanthood came out of 

a deep compassion and love he had for them. 

 

Here is a cute little story from the same book: 

 

(Serving One Another by Gene Getz) 

 

One day a patient was admitted to John Hopkins Hospital. 

She was a middle-aged lady from a rural area and very ill. Dr. 

Howard Kelly, the chief surgeon, seeing her condition, spared 

no effort to help her. After surgery he outlined a program for 

special care, including a private room and a private nurse. 

 Finally, the day came when the patient was well enough 

to go home. Though happy with her recovery, she dreaded 

getting the bill. It would be enormous! Determined, however, 

to face reality, she insisted that the nurse bring it 

immediately. When she received it she began to read the items 

one by one. Her heart became heavy and when she saw the 

total cost, she almost had a relapse. But then her eyes caught 

a glimpse of a brief notation at the bottom of the bill that 

overwhelmed her. 

 Her mind quickly went back many years to a summer day 

when a young medical student who was selling books to help 

pay his way through medical school, stopped at her home and 

asked for a glass of water. A young girl then, she came to the 

door. When he asked for the water, she offered him a glass of 

fresh milk instead. He, of course, accepted it and enjoyed it to 
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the full. 

 Years had passed when she entered John Hopkins 

Hospital. The young man who had stopped at her door many 

years before had eventually became Dr. Howard Kelly and the 

chief surgeon at the hospital. And that day the notation on the 

bottom of her bill simply read: “Paid in full with one glass of 

milk.” And it was signed, “Howard A. Kelly, M. D.” 

pp. 143-44 

 

We really don’t know what one little act of service is going to 

do for someone else and what someday it might do for us. 

 

Father, we thank You for the incredible example the apostle 

Paul is to us of unconditional love. He just keeps on coming on 

with love in the face of criticism and indifference and hatred 

and bitterness and all the rest of it. Oh Father, restore in us 

the kind of love we’re reading and studying about, the love 

that will motivate us to care for others and to be real servants. 

We pray that You’ll encourage us from the lessons we’ve 

learned and help us to recognize that our salvation is a work 

of Your grace, as a result of Your work on Calvary. In Jesus’ 

name we pray. Amen. 
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A Practical Study of 2 CORINTHIANS: 

 

Turning Tough Times into Triumph 

 

“Using Adversity to Gain an Advantage” 

 

Study Number Five – 2 Corinthians 3:1-11  NOTES 

 
v. 1 Are we beginning again to be commending ourselves? Or, we 

are not needing, as some, letters of commendation to you or from 

you, are we? 

v. 2 You are our letter, which has been engraved in our hearts, 

which is being known and read by all men; 

v. 3 who are openly being shown that you are a letter of Christ, 

having been cared for by us, not having been written with ink, but 

with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone, but on 

tablets of human hearts. 

v. 4 And such confidence we are having through Christ toward 

God. 

v. 5 Not that we are adequate in ourselves to evaluate anything as 

coming from ourselves but our adequacy is from God. 

v. 6 Who also made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, not 

of the letter, but of the Spirit; for the letter is killing, but the Spirit 

is giving life. 

v. 7 But if the ministry of death, which has been engraved by 

means of letters on stones, came with glory, so that the sons of 

Israel were not able to look intently at the face of Moses because of 

the glory of his face, fading as it was, 

v. 8 how shall the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with 

glory? 

v. 9 For if the ministry of condemnation has glory, much more is 

the ministry of righteousness abounding in glory. 

v. 10 For indeed what had glory, in this case has no glory on 

account of the glory that is surpassing it. 

v. 11 For if that which is fading away was with glory, much more 

that which is remaining is in glory. 
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QUESTIONS: 

 

1. Read 2 Corinthians 3:1-11 and in your own words pull out 

the main thought of this passage. 

 

 

 

 

2. How does Paul characterize the Corinthians in verse 2? 

 

 

 

 

3. How are the Corinthians likened to a letter of Christ in 

verse 3? Who is doing the writing and where is He writing? 

 

 

 

 

4. Where is Paul’s adequacy, according to verse 5? 

 

 

 

 

5. What is the difference between the letter and the Spirit, 

according to verse 6? 
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6. How does Paul describe the glory of the law, according to 

verse 7? 

 

 

 

 

7. State the two kinds of ministry in verse 9. 

 

 

 

 

8. Which ministry has the greater glory according to verse 9? 

 

 

 

 

9. What verse in the study has meant the most to you? 

 

 

 

 

10. What lesson have you learned from this study? 
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LESSONS FROM THE PASSAGE: 

 

What are some of the lessons we can learn from this particular 

study? 

 

LESSON #1: Paul’s love for the Corinthians is likened to a 

letter engraved upon his heart. 

 

LESSON #2: When you care for someone, you meet their 

needs, minister the Word, and make intercession for them. 

 

LESSON #3: Have you learned to find the adequacy in Jesus 

Christ? 

 

LESSON #4: Have you made a commitment to become His 

servant? 

 

LESSON #5: The Law kills but the Spirit gives life. 

 

LESSON #6: The glory of the Law if fading away, but the 

glory of the New Covenant is becoming greater and 

greater. 
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