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A couple of weeks ago | received a very nicely paed public relations folder of information from a
traveling evangelist. He sent me some informatiooud himself, his education, his background, his
seminars, and there is a nice picture of him, liis,vand four boys in a window of the folder. Thése
also a series of letters from various EvangelicaEFChurches where he has spoken. Each letter was
apparently solicited from the pastor and is desigoehelp convince me that this man could do some
significant good for our church. That's smart, hessmthe folder would probably go straight to theneb
file if there weren’t some connection to the Frdwich.

Back in the first century itinerant preachers oftiahthe same thing—they produced letters from dines
they had visited as their passports to acceptamom@ other churches. But the Apostle Paul didn’t
participate in this practice, and apparently hipgn®.R. packet got him into trouble with his detcas
in Corinth. They had already criticized him for @ile suffering he endured, implying that if he walle
that godly he sure wouldn’t have to suffer so mudien they had criticized him for changing his &lav
plans, even though he had changed them primartlpfosensitivity for them. Now they are criticizing
him for not having a slough of reference letters.

Listen as Paul pours his heart out in 2 Cor. 3:1-6:

Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Quelaeed, like some people, letters of
recommendation to you or from you? You yourselve®ar letter, written on our hearts, known
and read by everybody. You show that you are erl&éttm Christ, the result of our ministry,
written not with ink but with the Spirit of theilng God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of
human hearts.

Such confidence as this is ours through Christiiee@od. Not that we are competent in ourselves
to claim anything for ourselves, but our competerm®es from God. He has made us competent
as ministers of a new covenant—not of the lettéobthe Spirit; for the letter Kills, but the Sppir
gives life.

Effective ministers see transformed lives as the pof of their ministry. (1-3)

How do we measure a successful ministry? In a kealysense that is the question the whole book of 2
Corinthians addresses, and particularly the padsaigee us this morning. Paul’'s enemies are cahling
a failure, and he is being forced to defend himswdf for the sake of his ego but for the sake ef th
Gospel he preached.

Having just claimed at the end of the last chagptat in contrast to the false teachers in Corinth
he did not peddle the Word of God for profit bueégched it sincerely, Paul stops and asks a
couple of rhetorical questions which anticipateegative answer: “Are we beginning to
commend ourselves again? Or do we need, like semgle letters of recommendation to you
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or from you?” Whenever he was forced to defendirgstry Paul was conscious of the fact that
it might appear that his pride and ego were geitirthge way. And, of course, that’s always a
potential danger for us. But for Paul it wasn’t abbim; it was about Christ, and if he had to
defend himself in order to defend the Gospel, he wiling to take the risk.

Paul answers our question, “How do we measure @sstul ministry?”, by making a negative
point first:

They don’t rely on external credentials, mere outwed symbols of succesq1) By the
way, when | talk about effective ministers todam talking about God’s perspective, not
man’s. Sometimes we use the term “effective” irueefy pragmatic sense—if it works it's
effective. But | am thinking of “effective” in a Bfiual sense. You could almost substitute the
term “spiritually successful.”

It appears that Paul’'s opponents in Corinth hawnliiemanding to know, “Where are your
credentials, Paul? What seminary did you graduate? What degrees have you earned? How
many best-selling books have you published?” Akake are the factors that determine whether
a servant of God is valuable and qualified! Frartkisre are many churches and pastors that
seem to think they are! | know churches that wotlidfrink about hiring a senior pastor who
wasn’tDr. So-and-so. And | know pastors who never sign thame without adding, Ph.D., or

D. Min. behind it. | read an article not too longpaentitledThe D-Minization of the Ministry.”
Not “demon”, but “D. Min.,” the most common doctsrdegree obtained by pastors. We in the
church seem to be as concerned with status asatbay academia or the corporate world.

I’'m sure Paul could have compiled a resume, ori@uum vita, or P.R. folder that would have
beat anything his detractors could produce. In faetdid just that in Philippians 3, but then
notice what he does with it—he trashes it!

If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put candglen the flesh, | have more:
circumcised on the eighth day, of the people @dkrof the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew
of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee, aszieal, persecuting the church; as for
legalistic righteousness, faultless.

But whatever was to my profit | now consider lasslie sake of Christ. What is more, |
consider everything a loss compared to the surpgsgieatness of knowing Christ Jesus
my Lord, for whose sake | have lost all thingsongider them rubbish, that | may gain
Christ and be found in him, not having a righteassof my own that comes from the
law, but that which is through faith in Christ—thighteousness that comes from God
and is by faith(Phil. 3:4b-9)

In effect Paul is saying, “Take all my ego symbalsmy degrees, my successes, my church-
planter-of-the-year award, my possessions, my hopgslreams, any reference letters praising
my seminars in Thessalonica or Philippi—and aletbgr it's a pile of garbage compared to the
surpassing greatness of knowing Jesus.” In factgleens to be saying that these things actually
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get in the way of knowing Jesus. Friends, God dogsade us the way we grade one another.
Our external credentials are, in the long haul, mmegess.

Well, if letters of reference from previous minief are not an accurate measure of success in
ministry, what is? Paul now answers the questisitipely.

Effective ministers appeal to a whole different kinl of “letter of recommendation.”
(2, 3) I love Paul's imagery in these verses. Hestidt deny that he has a letter of
commendation; he simply denies that he carrieshis brief case. He can actually produce a far
superior letter that proves beyond the shadowdfudbt that he is an apostle of Jesus Christ. In
verse 2 he identifies that letter, “You yourselaes our letter.” The converts whom Paul won to
Christ and then discipled are the only referenttelidae has any interest in.

By the way, in view of the way we gauge effectiv&nan ministry today, | find it fascinating

that in all his 12 or 13 epistles in the NT, PaeNer gives us any attendance statistics from his
churches; never tells us how many baptisms weffleqpeed in a given year; never reports on the
number of new programs he started; and he nevertells us how the giving was doing
compared to budget! For Patk only thinghat matters is the transformed lives of convexss,

he is faithful to the call of God on his life. hikp Arthur asks,

How does a pastor establish beyond doubt that hegisnuine servant of the gospel? His
mother has a framed photograph on her mantel pigken at [his installation] service.
Lying somewhere in a drawer of his desk that haedigr gets opened is the graduation
certificate from seminary. But can he point insteaglPaul could, to a number of people
who have been altered for the better because ahhigstry?

And what about the rest of us? You know, we arenaiisters; we may not be professionals but
we are all called to ministry. Do we have any liyiletters of commendation? Our children?
Hopefully! Any colleagues at work? Any neighborsf?yXellow-believers whom we have
discipled and encouraged?

Now in describing his living letter of referenceu® answers a number of questions that might
come to our minds.

Where is this letter written? He says it is “written on our hearts.” These young
believers are not just notches on Paul’s Bibley tire individuals he loves and prays for. He has
literally poured his life into them, and he carrigsir burdens and hopes and dreams in his heart
everywhere he goes. | think one of the indicatioinahether we have any living letters in our
hearts is our prayer life. Samuel said of the pe@xd assigned to him, “God forbid that |
should sin against the Lord by failing to pray you. And | will teach you the way that is good
and right” (1 Samuel 12:23). For whom do we prayydar even weekly), that God will
transform them into the image of His Son?

Who reads it? Paul says this letter is “known and read by evedyldoMost reference



letters are private and are read only by a sedsetwho happen to be in on the process of
deciding whether someone is going to be invitesjieak or not, or in the case of a search
committee, to decide whether they will be hiredhot. The reference letter Paul talks about is
public. Anyone who opens his eyes can see it aad ite They can see that so-and-so’s life has
been transformed and he is no longer the persgrkiimw him to be previously.

Don't forget that some of the people in the Corigutis church had rap sheets a mile long. Here’s
what Paul says about them in 1 Corinthians 6:9-11:

Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoralidolaters nor adulterers nor male
prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor thieveshgreedy nor drunkards nor
slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdofGod. And that is what some of you
were. But you were washed, you were sanctifiedyyare justified in the name of the
Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God

Some of the pillars of the Corinthian church wemerfer addicts, having struggled with drugs
and alcohol for years. Some were converted outgafyalifestyle. Some had been executives at
Enron. But their lives had been changed in a prodownay. If anyone required proof that Paul
was an able and effective minister of the Gospeheahad to do was look around at this
congregation. Many faces told amazing stories diced transformation, wasted lives made
productive, hopeless lives that now had great piaieNVe have some of those here at First Free,
too, of course, but we aren’t nearly as comfortallitting it as they apparently were at
Corinth. There’s a downside to that, and it is tBatl doesn’t get the glory He deserves (for
transforming lives). Also people don’t get to ske thefore” and “after” pictures that convince
them that they too can experience transformationng letters should be known and read by
everybody.

Who writes it and sends this letterA/erse 3: “You show that you are a letter from
Christ, the result of our ministry.” | see a duathrership being alluded to here. Certainly Jesus
Christ is the ultimate author and sender of thiededf changed lives. If it weren’t for His
sacrifice on the cross and the righteousness thamidutes and imparts to those who put their
faith in Him, there would be no transformation. B¢ must not overlook the fact that He uses
gifted servants as His tools of transformation.eRaiif ever, does anyone pass from death into
life without a spiritual midwife or obstetrician ing involved. | think that is what Paul is saying
in Romans 10 when he asks a series of questions:

How, then, can they call on the one they have aléved in? And how can they believe
in the one of whom they have not heard? And howtteanhear without someone
preaching to them? And how can they preach untessare sent?

Theoretically, of course, God could send an armshtre the Gospel, or raise up a stone to
speak, but He doesn’t. He uses people, and Paybnwésundly grateful that God chose him to
be one of those messengers. He is not one to exgbkind of false humility that says, “It’s all

of God; | had nothing to do with it.” He didn’t ptace the harvest, but he sure planted the seed!



He didn’t write the letter by himself, but he sa@operated in the writing of it.

What is it written with? Look at the middle of verse 3: “written not wittkibut with
the Spirit of the living God.” Ink fades, the Spsiwork lasts. You know, the novel that
constitutes the life of the ordinary unbelievewistten largely with ink. Ink speaks of human
influence, societal pressures, cultural distincivEhe education he receives in grade school,
high school, and college is all written with inkisitareer writes a chapter of his life with ink.
When he goes to a psychologist or a medical ddasdiile is written with ink. And sadly, he
may even go to church and discover that his pagtbes only with ink. As | was traveling this
week my wife and | heard a radio preacher who gavery eloquent sermon that never
mentioned Christ or the Bible—it was a wonderfolgtwith a fine moral application, but it was
just ink.

However, when a person is born again by faith sudeChrist, God begins to write chapters in
his novel, not with ink but with His Holy Spiritpnd that novel comes to life. The fruit of the
Spirit becomes evident—love, joy, peace, patiegoedness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-
control. These letters don’t fade with time; intfabe opposite happens-the writing becomes
more distinct and Christ-like as time goes on.

Let me just stop here and ask a question: Is #ndence of anything but ink in the writing of
your life’s novel? Are there chapters in your notvelt have no human explanation, that reveal
the fingerprints of God and demonstrate the worthefHoly Spirit?

What is it written on? The answer: not on tablets of stone, but on talblieltaiman
hearts. Paul may be thinking here of the stonestalan which the Ten Commandments were
written, because he refers to them in the nextferses, but | think the ultimate point here
comes from Ezekiel 36:25-27, where the propheteslipting the return of God’s people from
captivity and a major spiritual renewal:

| will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will blean; | will cleanse you from all your
impurities and from all your idols. | will give yanew heart and put a new spirit in
you; | will remove from you your heart of stone ayike you a heart of flesh. And | will
put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my desrand be careful to keep my laws.

The problem with God’s people in the OT was largalg of hardness of heart. They knew what
God desired and what He required, but their heeete often like stone, and stone is not easy to
write on, you know. It takes a hammer and chisad, @ lot of effort. How much easier it would
be if the people’s hearts were soft and pliable? plophet predicts that a time would come
when God would give His people just that—a tendsrh

When would that happen? Well, Ezekiel says thatrdang or forgiveness has to come first
(which historically was offered through the sacefiof Christ); then God would put His Holy
Spirit within them (which historically happened thre Day of Pentecost). Then, and only then,
would there be the potential for lives of heart-tdedience.



You see, in the OT the Holy Spirit came upon carfsople for special purposes, but only in the
NT does the Holy Spirit indwell every believer gmavide the power for holy living. In other
words, as people are saved by faith in Christ aldesquently indwelt by the Holy Spirit, they
receive a new heart upon which the Spirit can vail@ing letter of transformation.

What an amazing picture Paul has drawn for us toedescribe the living letters of
commendation that validate true effectiveness imistiy! Scott Hafemann has written a
powerful application of this passage to the chuodlay:

Paul's understanding of the nature of Christian isiiry strikes a piercing blow against
all attempts, whether in Paul's day or our ownfdashion ministries and messages
around techniques and technology. As children efethtertainment age, our culturally
conditioned reflex is to make creating right enmmeents for hearing the gospel our
priority, instead of relying first and foremost tre power of the Spirit to call people to
repentance. Our tendency is to concentrate on “wiykhe angles” instead of relying

on Christ to work. Rather than viewing the pastsraamediator of the Spirit in
conjunction with the proclamation of the Word, thmister becomes a “professional”
whose job it is to manage the corporate life of¢begregation and oversee the creation
of meaningful worship “events.”

Now Paul recognizes that what he has claimed Ineterins of the transformed lives of his
converts might seem to be prideful, so he quickbyves to correct that impression.

Effective ministers spurn self-promotion and self-onfidence in favor of God-confidence
(4-6a)

Verse 4: “Such confidence as this is ours throughstbefore God.” He is not bragging; he is
not expressing self-confidence; rather it is Godfidence, Christ-confidence. Then he speaks
even more bluntly: “Not that we are competent inselves to clainanythingfor ourselves, but
our competence comes from God. He has made us ¢tempe .” Paul acknowledges that his
effectiveness at Corinth had not been the resuitohatural gifts. God, of course, uses our
natural gifts and talents, but without His powed @mabling, the very best of natural gifts
produce only spiritual chaff. Clearly there hadradorce at work in that city which made
promiscuous people faithful; sexual perverts ggvéheir depravity; drunks became sober;
financial sharks became honest and trustworthy.ofthe explanation is that God was at work.

Before we move on, let me ask all of us a questimnwe really realize and accept the truth that
Paul is driving home here—that God is the sourcksapply of everything good in our lives? In

1 Cor. 4:7 Paul asks, “What do you have that youndit receive? And if you did receive it, why
do you boast as though you did not?” It's all ofdGBle is the originator, the owner, the
equipper, the motivator, the producer; we are tayt im His hands.

Finally this morning, | want to just introduce alea that we will examine in detail next Lord’s



day:
Effective ministers focus on the New Covenant messa (6)

Verse 6: “He has made us competent as ministeasefv covenant—not of the letter but of the
Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit givdige.” What is Paul talking about when he speaks of
“ministers of a new covenant?” Well, the clear iefece is that there must have been an old
covenant. The Old Covenant was the agreement Gde mwih the children of Israel in Moses’
day, encapsulated in the Ten Commandments butdimgjwall the civil, ceremonial, and dietary
laws in the OT. It was a Covenant that promisedsitey for obedience and judgment for
disobedience. There wasn't anything intrinsicallpmg with the Old Covenant—in fact, its laws
were good and perfect; the fault was with the peajpld the fact that most of them, at least,
failed to internalize it.

The New Covenant that Paul speaks of is mentiongdance in the OT where it is predicted by
the OT prophet Jeremiah. Look at 31:31-33:

"The time is coming,” declares the LORD, "whenll make a new covenant with the
house of Israel and with the house of Judah.

It will not be like the covenant | made with thigirefathers when | took them by the hand
to lead them out of Egyptlearly referring to the Mosaic Lawpecause they broke my
covenant, though | was a husband to them," decldr@$ ORD.

"This is the covenant | will make with the housésodel after that time," declares the
LORD. "I will put my law in their minds and writean their hearts. | will be their God,
and they will be my people.”

This New Covenant was ratified and inauguratechieydeath of Christ. Do you recall the words
of Jesus at the Last Supper, “This is the new caveim my blood”? When Jesus died He made
possible a whole new kind of relationship between @nd His people. It is different, Paul says,
in two important ways:

1. The OId Covenant is “of the letter”; the New is‘of the Spirit” . Under the Old
Covenant, Israel as a whole received the Law, biyt@ few received the Spirit, and only
temporarily. And the Law without the Spirit to egime and motivate the reader is merely a
lifeless “letter.” But when Jesus sealed the Newdbant with His blood He promised that He
would send the Holy Spirit to live permanently e tbeliever’s life. God’s law would be
internalized, and the power to obey it would conoerf within. Secondly, Paul says . . .

2. The letter kills; the Spirit gives life There are few statements in the Bible that have
been subject to more misinterpretation than thes dime church of the Middle Ages used it to
justify allegorical interpretations of the ScriptuiThey held that “letter” means “literal” while
“Spirit” refers to “allegorical.” This allowed axéto mean just about whatever the church
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wanted it to mean. Those who promote situatiorcestluve to quote this verse, “the letter kills;
the Spirit gives life,” because they contend ibai them to ignore specific commandments so
long as they are seeking to live in the spiritayfd, which means “whatever you want to do.”
And there are certain charismatics in our own dhg wse it to say that the Bible is mere ink on
paper, lifeless and sterile. Why not bypass all &mal deal directly with the Holy Spirit? Words
of faith and knowledge from the Spirit are supetior

But all of these interpretations are bogus. ThdreshPaul is setting up between letter and Spirit
is really a contrast between Law and Gospel, twagds of redemptive history. The Law is said
to “kill” because of its demand for absolute obede and its corresponding condemnation of all
those who failed to keep it perfectly. All is nost, however, for the law forces the sinner to
despair under its demands, thereby driving sontleetdife-giving promise of forgiveness and
power found in the Gospel. As Paul states in Galati3:24, “the Law was put in charge of us to
lead us to Christ.” The “letter” kills in order thidne “Spirit” might make us alive.

Effective ministers focus on the New Covenant mgssé@hat is, they don't tell people they can
earn God'’s favor by keeping laws or performing deeitrighteousness. Rather they tell them
that the only way to get right with God is by tingtin the death of Jesus Christ and accepting
His righteousness in place of one’s own self-rightaess.

Conclusion | wish to return where we started today. Whatsdgeur P.R. portfolio look like? If
asked to justify your time on earth at the JudgnS=at of Christ, what kind of letter are you
going to have to offer Him? Will you have more thaapicture of your family, a personal
resume, a few letters from friends verifying thatiye a nice person, a certificate of baptism, a
plaque to signify that you learned all your verseBWANA, a letter of thanks from the
Children’s Pastor for teaching a S.S. class? Dohaue any living letters to present to the
Savior? May God help us to pour our energies aftsl igito people so they can be transformed
by the power of the Holy Spirit.

i. J. Philip Arthur,Strength in Weaknes89.
ii. Scott J. Hafemanr®, Corinthians, The NIV Application Commentat20.

iil. Arthur, 72.



