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Message #8                                                                                                      II Corinthians 3:1-3 

 

We are living in a time in history when finding a job is not easy.  In fact, if one wants to look for 

a job, one had better have a well prepared resume and expect to go through many interviews.   

Back when many of our fathers were looking for a job, they would go apply and get a job.  

Today, if our fathers wanted a job, they would have to go through a series of intimidating 

interviews just to have a chance of getting it. 

 

We are living in a time when you better have credentials just to get an interview for a job.  In 

fact, in some cases some companies have become so consumed by this idea of credentials that 

they don’t much care if the person even knows what he is doing, as long as he has credentials 

and can pass interview exams. 

 

I know a man who has been skilled at his technical work for thirty years.  He could teach others 

how to do what he does.  In fact, when the company has a problem or wants someone trained 

they send him to this man.  He learned is work from the ground up and he learned from skilled 

men who taught him on the job.  He is a knowledgeable, competent, very skilled man; but he 

doesn’t have the university degree and as a result he is kept from some promotions that should be 

his.  The fact is, he is more qualified to run a department than everyone else in the company, but 

he just doesn’t have the credentials they think he should have. 

 

Unfortunately, this idea of having the credentials isn’t just part of the business world; it can work 

its way into seminaries and churches.  It used to be you looked for someone who could do the job 

with a proven track record.   

 

For example, when Lewis Sperry Chafer was President of Dallas Theological Seminary and 

when Mr. Miles was there receiving his education, he said that the best lecturer they had every 

year was H.A. Ironside.  He said he would teach a book of the Bible and it came to life.  Now 

H.A. Ironside only had an eighth grade education, but when he came to faith in Christ, he 

became one of the most skilled men of God ever to put a Bible in his hands.  It is said that he 

actually studied himself blind.  I would have loved to listen to him do a lecture on a book of the 

Bible, but unfortunately he went home to be with the Lord in 1951.  What is so sad, though, is if 

he were alive today he probably wouldn’t be permitted to do a lecture series at Dallas Seminary 

because he doesn’t have proper credentials. 

 

Many churches that search for a minister look for one with the proper credentials.  It doesn’t 

really matter if they work hard at preaching and teaching the Scriptures or have proper exegetical 

and theological skills as long as they have the right credentials.  As a result, many churches truly 

miss out on the blessings and power of God because, frankly, they are looking for the wrong 

credentials. 
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Now make no mistake about this.  There is nothing wrong with looking for a man with proper 

credentials, but we need to understand what they are.  First of all, a minister should be proven 

faithful over a period of time.  A minister should also be very skilled in being able to “rightly 

divide” the Word of God.  A minister should be a theologian and he should be a serious, 

exegetical expositor.  He should have a proven track record of being a godly man of consistency 

and integrity.  He should be one who has made a real difference in people’s lives over a period of 

years. 

 

However, if a group thinks that just because someone went to some school and has a diploma 

that this means this is all true, that group is making a great miscalculation and fatal mistake.  

This is exactly the same kind of miscalculation the Corinthians made concerning the Apostle 

Paul. 

 

Paul lived in a time when letters of recommendation were critical because they became the key 

credentials that opened doors for various ministry opportunities.   

 

Paul, himself, wrote letters of recommendation for various people because he wanted God’s 

people to understand that he sanctioned their ministries.  He wrote a recommendation for Phoebe 

(Rom. 16:1-2); Timothy (I Cor. 4:17; Phil. 2:19-23); Titus (II Cor. 8:16-24); and Epaphroditus 

(Phil. 2:25-30). 

 

Paul was up against a religious world of religious “peddlers” (2:17) who apparently carried 

around some impressive credential letters.  There were “false apostles” who were preaching 

satanic, legalistic works (II Cor. 11:13-15), who apparently carried credential letters. 

 

Corinth was located only about 45 miles west of Athens.  Athens was the intellectual and 

philosophical capital of the world and some of these peddlers undoubtedly had letters that made 

them look so academic and official and that mindset had worked its way into the church.  A 

recommendation letter meant the person was in good standing with the recommender.   

 

Apparently, some were saying that any real, true minister needed to produce the proper letters of 

recommendation and were alleging that Paul did not have the necessary letters.  The fact is Paul 

didn’t carry any letters.  It is interesting that before he was saved he did carry credential letters 

(Acts 9:2; 22:5), but after he was saved, he never did.    

 

None of the apostles had impressive letters because they were educated by Jesus Christ.  They 

did not have diplomas from the great, intellectual schools of the world; however, they were 

trained by the greatest teacher of all, Jesus Christ.  For a little over three years, the apostles were 

personally trained and taught by Jesus Christ. 

 

Now Paul had already told these Corinthians that his apostleship was established by his “godly 

sincerity” and personal holiness (II Cor. 1:12), but apparently this wasn’t enough for some of  

the Corinthians.  So when we come to this text, Paul was faced with the problem of having to 

substantiate his own credentials.  What Paul says is this: 
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WE HAVE ALL THE CREDENTIALS WE NEED TO MINISTER FOR GOD AND OUR 

CREDENTIAL IS THE   IMPACT   WE HAVE MADE FOR THE GRACE OF GOD IN 

THE LIVES OF PEOPLE AT CHURCH. 

 

You will notice from verse 1 that Paul is very hesitant to even discuss this.  He does not even 

want to bring up the subject of his credentials.  It is a tasteless thing to Paul to have to defend  

the fact that he does have the right to preach and teach.  It is a humiliating thing for Paul to do. 

This humble attitude of the Apostle Paul is a far cry from most of today’s ministers who want to 

be sure you know what their impressive credentials are.  Some want you to know what school 

they attended and how many publications they have written.  I truly think that if Paul were living 

on this earth today, most churches would not let him preach in their pulpits, if they even have a 

pulpit. 

 

But in verse 1, Paul asks two questions that both expect a “no” answer.  In fact, he will answer 

the questions in verses 2-3. 

 

Question #1 - Are we commending ourselves to you Corinthians? 

 

The word “commend” is one that means to prove or show or establish (Smith, p. 429).  What 

Paul is asking here is do we have to prove or establish ourselves with you Corinthians again that 

we are in fact called of God?  Do we have to go back to square one and establish that we are in 

fact men of God? 

 

Question #2 - Do we need commendation letters to or from you Corinthians? 

 

Is it necessary for us to produce a bunch of letters either from you or to you?  In other words, 

Paul is asking do I need to get you to write commendation letters for me to prove I am an apostle 

or do I need to get a bunch of people to write me a bunch of letters? 

 

Paul says I present to you one simple credential to prove I am a qualified man of God and 

apostle: 

 

ONE MAIN CREDENTIAL – The people of the Corinthian church were his letter.  

 

Now the credential that he emphasizes here is not in the form of “written letters,” but it is 

just as   readable  .  In fact, Paul will use the very idea of written letters to make his point.  The 

actual word “letter” (επιστολη) is the word “epistle.”  It typically refers to some writing or 

message you may read (G. Abbott-Smith, Greek Lexicon, p. 174).  Now Paul is clear to point out 

that the epistle he is referring to is “not written with ink” (v. 3).   

 

Paul says you people are talking about credential letters you think I need, but you people in the 

church are my credentials.  You are my letter of recommendation.  Paul is saying your very lives 

have been transformed by my ministry.  For 1 ½ years he had stayed in Corinth and taught these 

people.  They came to faith in Christ and they learned truth about the grace of God from Paul. 
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Now this should have been a real encouragement to the Corinthians.  They should have said, 

“You know that’s right.”  Paul came here preaching the grace of God and we came to faith in 

Jesus Christ and we fell in love with the Scriptures.  It is true; we are proof that Paul is an apostle 

of God. 

 

These Corinthians could honestly say–we were wretched sinners steeped in the vilest kinds of 

sins and Paul came here and we believed on Jesus Christ, and then he taught us the marvelous 

truths of the Grace Age.  They were his epistle. 

 

Now Paul qualifies the kind of letter that the Corinthians were by citing four letter qualifications: 

 

Letter Qualification #1 - You are a letter   written   on our hearts.  3:2a 

 

There is nothing that brings greater joy to a minister’s heart than knowing that God has used you 

to make a difference in the lives of people. 

 

Now the Corinthians were so special to Paul that he says you are written on our hearts.  The 

perfect tense of the verb indicates that since the moment the church was formed in Corinth, these 

dear people were special to Paul’s heart and mind. 

 

He says that you are on “our hearts,” which means they were Paul’s children and he did care for 

them.  These people were evidence of the power of God and the fruit of his ministry.  They  

were Paul’s credentials.   

 

What an insult it would be for Paul to bring some written letter to them when in fact they were 

deeply imbedded in his heart.   

 

Paul had gone to Corinth and preached the grace Gospel and they had responded, and a church 

was formed and now they were part of Paul’s life, ministry and heart.   

 

Letter Qualification #2 - You are a letter known and   read   by all men.  3:2b 

 

Now there is a real interesting chronology here because typically, you must read something 

before you know something.  In this case you know something before you read something.   

Paul says my apostolic authority is known by the impact it has made on you Corinthians. 

 

These people were known and read by everyone.  The greatest credentials that a minister can 

have is not a bunch of degrees or letters that he brings to a meeting or church, it is the testimony 

of people’s lives who have been changed by the power of God. 

 

H.A. Ironside made an interesting observation when he said that you never hear of 

representatives of Judaism going out into the world to proclaim the glories of the O.T. Law, but 

you do hear of Christians going out to various people proclaiming the glories of grace. 
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Now the pronoun “you” is plural so he is referring to the whole church.  All of us at church form 

an epistle.  I am one verse and you are another verse and together we go out and reflect the grace 

of God for people to read.  People of this world will not necessarily read their Bibles, but they 

will read us. 

 

It is important that we remember this truth.  Our job is to be a good reflection of grace for people 

to read. 

 

Letter Qualification #3 - You are a letter who   manifests   Christ.  3:3a 

 

The present tense of the participle means that you continually manifest that you are our epistle 

and our epistle is the epistle of Jesus Christ.  Now it is interesting that Paul identifies them as a 

letter of Christ.  In other words, Christ is the real author of the letter and Paul was just the 

amanuensis, who was used to deliver the truth.   

 

Our responsibility is to live and communicate Jesus Christ, not ourselves.  Our job is to manifest 

Jesus Christ to people.  As H.A. Ironside said “If you and I constitute the epistle of Christ the 

letter should be a legible one, one easily read” (II Corinthians, p. 73). 

 

Letter Qualification #4 - You are a letter of the   Spirit   of the Living God.  3:3b 

 

Now notice this carefully; the letter manifestation is not one simply external, but it is internal in 

the heart.  We are not an epistle written with black carbon ink on paper, but we are an epistle 

indwelt by the Spirit of God. 

 

Now Paul is going to really draw a distinction between the O.T. Law and N.T. grace so he says 

we are not an epistle based on O.T. Law, we are indwelt by God’s spirit and we have the living 

God in our hearts. 

 

It is the Holy Spirit of the living God that writes this on our heart.  In other words we are the 

published letter of the living God. 

 

The greatest proof of or recommendation that anyone can have is that God has worked in a life 

through our ministry and witness.   

 

Paul says I don’t need recommendation letters; you have God’s Spirit in you and the fact that 

you have believed on Jesus Christ proves my apostleship. 


