
KCCF Bible Study #3 – 2 Corinthians 2:12 - 3:6

December 2, 2011

Context of 2 Corinthians

Date: 

Written when Paul was in Macedonia around A.D. 55-56, about a year after writing

1 Corinthians. During the intermediary period between the two letters, Paul made

a visit to the Corinthian church. After he left, he traveled to Macedonia, which is

where the second letter was written.

Author: 
The Apostle Paul

Recipients:
The Church in Corinth and other saints throughout Achaia (1:1)

Theme:
The relationship between suffering and the power of God’s Spirit (1:9-10,

1:20-21, 2:14, 3:4-5, 4:7, 5:5, 6:8-10, 12:9)

Purpose:
1) To strengthen the faithful majority of the church (ch 1-7)

2) To complete the collection (of money) as the expression of their repentance

(ch 8-9)

3) To offer the rebellious minority one more chance to repent before he returns

to discipline them (ch 10-13)

In previous studies…

- Paul wrote 1 Corinthians (which was not received well) and the “letter of tears” (which was received well) while in Ephesus

- First study (2 Cor. 1:1-11): Paul writes to the Corinthians to let them know that despite the afflictions and persecutions that he underwent, God is the ultimate source of comfort. God’s purpose in pressing Paul to the point of despairing of life was to rely in God and not in man. He asks the Corinthians for support via prayer on his behalf. 


- take home:
- God is the God of all comfort




- trials and sufferings can teach us to rely in God and not in man




- when He comforts us, we are also able to comfort others

- when God hears our prayers and chooses to show us His answer, we see this and give thanks, so that the glory is for Him

- Second study (2 Cor. 1:12-2:11): Paul defends himself and his genuineness (authenticity) in his ministry to the Corinthians, ultimately with the purpose of defending the validity of the Gospel because his life and ministry is all tied together by the Gospel. We also talked about Paul’s unwavering plans as being modeled after the unwavering promises of God, which are all fulfilled in Christ. Finally, Paul explains the reason why he did not go to Corinth: not because he had a hidden agenda but because he did not want to cause more grief given the circumstances of his visit: he instructs the Corinthians to forgive the repentant sinner who was excommunicated because of his rebellion.


- take home:
- Jesus did not die on the cross with a wavering attitude but offered up 

Himself out of a willing obedience to the Father




- all the promises of God are fulfilled in Christ (God is faithful)




- it is important for us to forgive others as God forgave us

Read 2 Corinthians 2:12-3:6

Verses 12-13. When I came to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ, even though the door was opened for me in the Lord, 13 my spirit was not at rest because I did not find my brother Titus there. So I took leave of them and went on to Macedonia.
Paul went to Troas after leaving Ephesus to preach the Gospel (Acts 6:18) and even though the Word was received well at Troas (Paul says that “the Lord had opened a door for me” in v12), Paul’s spirit was still restless because he didn’t find Titus there. Earlier, he sent Titus to Corinth to deliver the Letter of Tears (2 Corinthians 2:4) and anticipated to meet Titus at Troas. When he did not, he was uneasy and did not stay long in Troas before proceeding to Macedonia. Later on in the letter, Paul writes about how, to his great comfort, he found Titus in Macedonia (2 Corinthians 7:5-7).

Verses 14-17. But thanks be to God, who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession, and through us spreads the fragrance of the knowledge of him everywhere. 15 For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, 16 to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things? 17 For we are not, like so many, peddlers of God's word, but as men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ.
What is the “triumphal procession”? How about the “fragrance”? (verse 14)

“Lead in triumphal procession” is translated from the Greek word thriambeuonti. Other versions translate the same word into - 

ESV:  who in Christ always leads us in triumphal procession

NIV: who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ 

NKJV: who always leads us in triumph in Christ

The original meaning of “thriambeuonti” is “to triumph over”. This verb refers to what a Roman general does when he leads his conquered enemies in captivity to their death or slavery - The defeated king would be paraded through the streets with all his surviving warriors as a public spectacle. Paul uses the imagery of a triumphal procession like a parade after a great battle: God is the sovereign victor and Christ is the general. (ESV study notes and sermon by John Piper: http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-library/sermons/the-aroma-of-christ-among-the-nations)

Note: This is not a ‘perfect’ illustration or analogy. The image of God as the victor and Christ as the general should not lead us into thinking that God is greater than Christ; there is no hierarchy in the Trinity, but Father, Son (and Holy Spirit) each have distinct roles.

But who is being led in God’s triumphal procession?

The word “thriambeuonti” is mentioned in only one other place in the New Testament:

Colossians 2:15 “He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him.”

Paraphrase: It may help to think of Colossians 2:15 as - [God] disarmed the (demonic) rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in [Christ].

Here, Paul is writing about God triumphing over Satan and his demons, which was accomplished through Christ’s death on the cross. Christ’s perfect life, death, and resurrection publicly reveals the failure of Satan to stop God’s plan of salvation for us. 

In Colossians 2:15, God leads the devil in triumph (i.e. God triumphs over the devil), and in 2 Corinthians 2:14, God leads Paul in triumph (i.e. God triumphs over Paul). Both have been defeated in their rebellion against God and are being led in triumphal procession and shamed for their rebellion... but the difference between Satan and Paul is that Paul is “in Christ”. 

Paul was defeated and taken captive, but he was brought to faith and forgiven and justified and made a glad and willing servant of the greatest General who ever was. Paul was “in Christ” and that makes all the difference. (John Piper)

Likewise, we (everyone, whether saved or unsaved) are all being led in (God’s) triumphal procession as the defeated (i.e. God has triumphed over all of humanity and our sinful rebellion). We could think of being led in His triumph as the time we are alive on earth - the saved are walking along the unsaved, and will continue to do so until God brings the end of the world.

So then, how is being saved different from being condemned if we walk in the same procession?

Verses 15-16. For we are the aroma of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing, 16 to one a fragrance from death to death, to the other a fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient for these things?
What does Paul mean from “from life to life” and “death to death” in verse 16?

This is the difference in how “those who are being saved” and “those who are perishing” view the Gospel message and how the perceive Christ. Those that are being saved view the Gospel message as life; they believe and they are saved. Those that are perishing hear the Gospel and do not repent, which will ultimately lead to their condemnation. The Gospel message is one in the same. Here, we merely see Paul showing two sides of the same coin. The same message that brings salvation to those who believe also brings condemnation to those who reject the message. (Cf. 1 Peter 2:7-8)

Additional background information: 
In this instance, Paul is not referring to predestination or that God chooses some people to hear the Gospel message and be saved (life to life) and some to hear the Gospel message and be condemned (death to death). He is simply saying that we are all a part of the procession (Christ has triumphed over every human), but not all of us as captives smell the Gospel message as life - some will be condemned because of it. (ESV Study Bible)

Additional cross-reference: 1 Peter 2:7-8
“So the honor is for you who believe, but for those who do not believe, ‘The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.’ and ‘A stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense.’

They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to.”

Some understand this to teach that God has predestined not who will disobey but only what the result of disobedience will be for those who disobey (i.e., those who disobey will stumble). (ESV Study Bible Commentary)

What does the aroma represent in verse 15?

Remember that in v14, the image of a triumphal procession is used. Incense was also spread along the streets during such an event; this is one interpretation for the use of “aroma”.

The original Greek for “aroma” (euodia) means “fragrance”, “sweet smell” or “a thing pleasing to God”.

In the OT, this word (euodia) is used metaphorically to refer to a sacrifice pleasing to God (Genesis 8:21, Exodus 29:25, Leviticus 1:13, Numbers 15:3). However Christ is the ultimate sacrifice, a sweet smell to God. Paul’s sacrifice to God is also his whole life. Paul’s willingness to become a living sacrifice (Romans 12:1) is an extension of Christ’s sacrifice, (His death on the cross as a perfect man) which is pleasing to God. 

Christ is the source of the aroma (He is the ultimate sacrifice) and we, the living sacrifices, perpetuate the aroma of Christ to God. 

The imagery painted is about how others see Christ reflected through our words, actions and behaviour. Just as how Paul’s life, ministry and the Gospel are completely intertwined, our manner of conduct should not be separable from the Gospel because we are Christ’s ambassadors. The smelling of the fragrance -through noticing how our words, actions, and behavior- represents how others perceive who Christ is, through us. Thus, some smell the fragrance of Christ as death (see Christ through us, but do not perceive Him nor the Gospel message as precious and they do not repent) and some as life (see Jesus and the Gospel message as precious, repent and are saved).

Looking to verse 16, we also see that Paul asks a rhetorical question: “who is sufficient for these things”? Nobody can sufficiently “be the aroma of Christ” by their own power.

Application: Link to KCCF theme

Think about what a fragrance is: it is something that everyone sees and smells, not something that can be ignored. It is something that we “wear” and people can’t help but notice. Do we live in such a way that people can’t help but notice our “aroma” of Christ, that we cannot help but exemplify Christ? How can we live authentic Christian lives so that we become an aroma of Christ (people can’t help but notice Christ through us)? 

Also see: Matthew 5:13-20 (salt/light) and Matthew 7:15-20 (bearing fruit).

Verse 17. For we are not, like so many, peddlers of God's word, but as men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ.
A peddler is a person that travels around selling things. As in the last Bible study, Paul is restating his genuine and sincere intentions and motives behind all his actions; he does not preach the Gospel with the intention of peddling for money as others did during that time. 
Recap (v14-17): God is the ultimate victor: through Christ, He has triumphed over us and thus we are His captives. He has defeated us in our rebellion. Everyone is being led in the procession, both the saved and the unsaved, which is a demonstration of God’s triumph over all people. The distinguishing factor between those who are saved and those who are unsaved is how they receive the Gospel message: the same Gospel message brings salvation and condemnation. Also, in this illustration of the procession, we are the aroma of Christ to God, meaning that the source of the aroma stems from Christ’s sacrifice but the perpetuation of the fragrance comes from our obedient and willing offering of our lives to Him, committing to being living sacrifices (Romans 12:1).
Chapter 3

Verses 1-3. 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. 
Paul proposes two rhetorical questions in verse 1, what are they?

“Are we beginning to commend ourselves again?” - no

“Do we need letters of recommendation to you, or from you?” - no

Paul doesn’t need letters of recommendation for his genuineness and sincerity, nor of his ministry of the Gospel (cf. 1:12). He doesn’t need anything because the Corinthians themselves are “a letter from Christ delivered to us” - v3 (i.e. they are the testimony of Paul’s genuine ministry of the Word). 
What are the two contrasts that Paul makes in verse 3?

	Old Covenant
	New Covenant

	written with ink
	written with the Spirit of the living God

	on stone tablets 
	on human hearts


What exactly are we talking about here? What was written on stone tablets?

In verse 3, the analogy that the Corinthians themselves are the “letter from Christ” extends to illustrate God’s Law, which is no longer written on stone tablets but on people’s hearts.

The Law and letters (epistles, etc). are both manifestations of the written commandments of God - take for instance, our Bibles.

What does it mean for the Law to not be written on stone tablets but instead on human hearts?

Turn to (Jeremiah 31:33-34): Take a few minutes to highlight verbs/tenses that God uses to indicate past and future events. 

For 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. And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.”


Key: past future both 
	Past tense (Old Covenant)
	Future tense (New Covenant) 

	In the part we coloured in the past tense, we are talking about the old covenant. 

The Old Covenant is also referred to as the Mosaic Covenant, which was a conditional covenant that God made with Moses on Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:5-6). The covenant required the Israelites to keep God’s Law as transcribed on the Ten Commandments (Deut 4:13). When the Law was given to Moses, they were written on stone tablets; they weren’t carried around by each person. The Book of the Law was kept in the ark of the covenant (Deut 31:26). This was inaccessible to anyone other than the priests (Deut. 10:8).

However, even in the OT, God commanded the Israelites to hold the law in their hearts: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. And these words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them diligently to your children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. You shall bind them as a sign on your hand, and they shall be as frontlets between your eyes. You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.

(Deuteronomy 6:4-9)

Before the time of Christ, the only way for people to be counted as righteous was to obey all the commandments that God gave (Gen. 18:19, Deut 6:25) . Of course, no one was ever able to completely keep every single commandment due to our natural sinfulness, so animals needed to be sacrificed -a sin offering- for forgiveness (Lev. 5:5-6).

However, Jesus became the final and ultimate sacrifice when He shed his blood on the cross for our sins. The new covenant, which came into effect because of Christ, allows for us to be forgiven despite inevitable failure for us to obey the commandments of the OT Law and without animal sacrifices. Without the shedding of Christ’s blood, once and for all, there is no forgiveness. (Heb 9:15, 18-22, 26).

Emphasis: People under the old covenant could not know God like we do now, because Jesus Christ had not yet come. 
	But even knowing the law in their hearts, it doesn’t mean that they were able to know God in their hearts - because Christ had not yet come.  But in the New Covenant, when God writes the law is in their hearts, we are each able to receive and know God through Christ. The key: we are able to KNOW him. (because in OT, they couldn’t do that!)

The law is no longer something that is written by ink on a tablet somewhere far away, but it is written by the Spirit (who was promised as part of the New Covenant, Acts 2:33), and is written on each of our hearts.

We need the law to know how to live rightly, but it is not by this law that we are made righteous. We are made righteous through Christ alone (Philippians 3:9 - and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—).

New covenant in Christ’s blood: 1 Cor 11:23-32 (also Luke 22:19-20)

- sign of the new covenant is the promised Holy Spirit: Ezekiel 11:19-20, 36:22-32, 
Ephesians 1:13-14, 2 Corinthians 2:20-21, Hebrews 10:15, Acts 2:33.




Additional Information on salvation in the Old Testament (under the Old Covenant):

They were still saved by faith in God (David: Psalm 86:1-2, Isaiah: Isaiah 61:10 and Abraham Genesis 15:6, Abraham: Romans 4) but you can imagine that faith under the Old Covenant was very different from faith we have under the New Covenant. Their faith involved trusting in a God that they did not personally know by obeying in the Law that they were told that came from God. The act of offering animal sacrifices did not provide salvation but the Israelites were instructed by God to do this because it was a part of God’s Law. This is why the Israelites had to obey the Law: because they do it through faith in God (Psalm 40:6). Ultimately, we know that the animal sacrifices, the sin offerings, etc. pointed toward an ultimate Messiah who would deliver humanity permanently from sin (Jesus).

Verses 4-6. 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 sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.
What confidence is Paul talking about?

Confidence in this context can be understood as trust and assurance of what God has done (KJV: “And such trust have we through Christ to God-ward”). As Christians, we are the redeemed children of God, who have been forgiven of our sins, who have a personal relationship with Him, and who have the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit. Paul is saying that because of God’s grace through His mark of the Holy Spirit as children of God, we can be assured that we have God’s Law written in our hearts, it is not by works.

Verse 5-6. 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 sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.
- Old Covenant = “the letter” - following the Law

- New Covenant = “the Spirit” - freedom by grace, marked by the Spirit

What do you think Paul means when he says that “the letter kills but the Spirit gives life” in verse 6?

The Law reveals sin and brings condemnation, but the Spirit brings life. (Romans 7:7-11).

The law of the Spirit sets us free from the law of sin and death (Romans 8:2). 

The Letter vs Spirit comparison is made in two other places in the New Testament:

1. Romans 2:29 “But a Jew is one inwardly, and circumcision is a matter of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter. His praise is not from man but from God.”

2. Romans 7:6 “But now we are released from the law having died to that which held us captive, so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the written code.”

According to Paul, who are the ministers of this New Covenant? What does it mean to be a minister of this New Covenant?

In pre-study, we talked about how the modern day term for minister has become synonymous with preacher, pastor, etc. but Paul says that we are all ministers of this New Covenant. God has made us, referring to all Christians, ministers of the New Covenant. Being ministers of the New Covenant means that we are free to obey God’s Law, to uphold His standard (live according to the Word). But ultimately, it is God that makes us sufficient to be ministers of this New Covenant (v5). 

As part of the Old Covenant, the Israelites were commanded to keep God’s covenant by obeying God’s commandments (Exodus 19:5-8). Under the New Covenant, we know that God’s law still exists, but we are no longer bound to follow it. Instead, we have the freedom to obey it. In saying that we are sufficient to be ministers of the New Covenant, Paul is saying that we are able to carry out God’s commandments and live authentic Christian lives (this is related to the aroma), but he reminds us that this sufficiency does not come from us but from God alone (v5).

Keeping everything in context:

Let us keep in mind Paul’s audience. Although we have been talking about not having to obey the Law for righteousness any longer, and that we are saved by grace through faith in Jesus’ sacrifice, this was a revolutionary statement to make in Paul’s time. Try to imagine what it would be like to be in a Corinthians’ shoes. 

Application: Practically, what should we do as ministers of the New Covenant? What does it look like?

Take Home Points

- God has defeated us (and all things) in our disobedient rebellion. Christ’s death on the cross as a perfect and sinless sacrifice means that God has triumphed over us. Because of His grace and the Gospel, we are able to live as willing servants. 

- God, through Christ, has already defeated us in our sinful and rebellious nature. He is the King of all. We should know that whether we like it or know it or not, God has already made us captives. Because of Christ, we (the redeemed) are able to not be led to our death but to a new life as willing and obedient servants of a sinless God.

- Those that are redeemed are God’s ambassadors (the aroma) in the world. As ministers of the New Covenant, we are free to obey the law (not bound) since we have a personal relationship with God. We are able to carry out God’s commandments and live authentic Christian lives, but Paul also emphasizes that the sufficiency that allows us to do these things comes from God, and not ourselves.

Memory verses: James 1:2-4 and 2 Corinthians 3:5-6

2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. (James 1:2-4, ESV)

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 sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life. (2 Corinthians 3:5-6, ESV)

Resources

- ESV study Bible and notes: http://about.esvbible.org/
- Bible Study Tools Online (particularly the interlinear Bible for the original Greek): http://www.biblestudytools.com/
- Resources from John Piper: http://www.desiringgod.org/
- Matthew Henry Commentaries: http://www.studylight.org/com/mhc-com/
- Precept Austin (links to various commentaries): http://www.preceptaustin.org/
- Blue Letter Bible (particularly for Strong’s Greek lexicon): http://www.blueletterbible.org/index.cfm

