
2 Corinthians 2:12 - 3:6 

 

In the last few months pictures have become much more important to Brigitte 

and I. I wonder if that is true for you as well. The pictures I mean usually come 

on What’s app and show our granddaughter Hannah, who we haven’t been 

able to see nearly enough over the last 6 months (but who visited us this week 

– hooray). The pictures are usually very cute, showing her very ginger hair but 

they also tell us about all the new things she is learning to do and the new 

sounds she can make. They are one way of getting to know her just a little and 

if they are videos, moving pictures, that’s even more exciting. 

I don’t know if you like your picture being taken. I don’t exactly shy away from 

the camera but it’s not my favourite thing by any means. Some pictures are 

necessary, passport photos for instance because we need to be identified. 

Others are nicely posed to show someone how we would like to be seen. But 

some pictures really tell a story. 

As we continue our study of 2 Corinthians this morning, we come to a passage 

which introduces two great gospel themes and each one comes with a 

memorable picture. They come at the start of a long passage which we are 

going to look at over the next few weeks in which Paul talks about the ministry 

he has been given by God as an apostle to the church in Corinth. And as we 

hear him talking about his ministry, we also learn some important truths about 

the church itself. 

Let’s look at these two pictures in turn but we are going to start with the 

second one, starting at the beginning of chapter 3. 

It would have been common practice in that culture for people, as they 

travelled, to carry letters of introduction or recommendation with them. It 

looks from 3:1 as if some of Paul’s opponents may have suggested that 

perhaps Paul needed to do the same; suggesting that his ministry among them 

was not that impressive; he was not the great orator they were looking for and 

if he wanted to come to them again, maybe others needed to vouch for him. 

That must have hurt badly, but Paul’s answer is direct and surprising, – 

They themselves, the Corinthian church he says, flawed and weak as they 

might be, infuriating and difficult as some of them had been, they were 

themselves his letter of recommendation. 



Paul had come to one of the most decadent cities in the Roman empire and 

spent 18 months ministering there. Corinth was a boom town, offering luxury, 

display, sensuality and sport. Morally Corinthians were considered as pretty 

low even according to the loose standards of the time. They were usually 

represented on the stage as drunk. To “live as do the Corinthians” was a 

euphemism for the vilest kind of life. Wealth and dire poverty, beauty and 

wretchedness, culture and squalor rubbed elbows in Corinth. 

Paul had preached the gospel in this place in word and action (in chapter 12 he 

reminds them that signs and wonders and miracles were done among them), 

and through the power of the Holy Spirit, a church had been born, a church 

that is recognisably different, distinct from the prevailing culture. A group of 

people who demonstrate, however imperfectly, what God is like. 

And the striking picture Paul then uses is of a letter, not written on tablets of 

stone or on papyrus but carved into human beating hearts. And the theme this 

picture is describing is covenant – in this case the new covenant. Paul is speaking 

here very largely to gentiles, who have little or no knowledge of the Jewish 

scriptures, so he doesn’t quote at length from the OT prophets, but the picture 

he clearly has in mind is God’s promise in Jeremiah 31.  

God had made and renewed his covenant with Israel many times, with Noah, 

Abraham, David and of course Moses in the exodus story we have been thinking 

about together lately. But as the history of Israel demonstrated, the people 

could not keep their side of the covenant, they kept disobeying God’s laws and 

following after idols. But God wasn’t going to give up on his plan of salvation, 

not just for Israel, but for the whole world. In Jeremiah 31 God promises:  

“ the time is coming when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel 

and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their 

forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt…. This is 

the covenant that I will make with them…..I will put my law in their minds and 

write it on their hearts. I will be their God and they will be my people.”    

And in this new covenant the central figure is Jesus. This covenant is no longer 

based on the sacrificial system, people offering up animals to atone for their 

sins, because Jesus went to the cross as the once for all spotless sacrifice. He 

defeated sin and opened the way into a relationship with God, based on belief 

in him as Lord and Saviour. 



In fact, this covenant was not between God and men at all, but between God 

and himself in the form of Jesus, who was perfect God and perfect man; Jesus is 

the mediator of the new covenant. And having inaugurated this new covenant, 

he sent the Holy Spirit to make it real and active in the lives of all who choose to 

follow him.  

And so, Paul can say to the Corinthians, you are indeed a letter of 

recommendation because the Holy Spirit himself has written on your hearts and 

the Holy Spirit is transforming you, making you different from the world around 

you. The Holy Spirit is the giver of a new kind of life, a life that shows in whatever 

measure the vibrancy, the love of God; Jesus is incarnate or embodied in this 

people. 

Paul’s job in Corinth had been to present Jesus to the people by the way he acted 

with them and by the words he spoke. He was a minister or steward or 

administrator of this new covenant message; that was what being an apostle 

was about; that was what God had made him competent to do. But the message 

pointed firmly to Jesus as saviour and it was the Holy Spirit whose power had 

changed their lives to show in them, the church, the beating heart of the love of 

God, for all to see. 

So, there is the first theme and the first picture of this church, a living letter that 

speaks about Jesus. 

But there is a second equally graphic picture of God at work in his people. Paul 

reflects on the journey he has made towards them and the choices he has made 

and the sense that, despite his uncertainties, God was guiding him in ways he 

didn’t always see at the time. In 2:14 he talks of always being led in a triumphal 

procession. And this procession doesn’t give off an odour of sweat from lots of 

hot, dirty and tired bodies, but a sweet fragrance, an aroma that expresses the 

beauty and wonder of Jesus himself.  

Right across the Roman empire, people would have been used to victory 

processions. As great generals or rulers returned from military campaigns, they 

would enter cities with great fanfares, probably on fine horses or in chariots in 

full battle gear and in their train would be the people they had conquered in 

battle to be displayed and then usually killed or made slaves. No doubt there 

would have been lots of noise and also the burning of incense, so that the whole 

parade was filled with a powerful aroma, the smell of triumph but also of fear. 



But look at how Paul changes this image. Who is at the head of the parade? 

Jesus. Jesus is the conquering King, not any general or even Caesar. Here we 

have the heart of the gospel message as the early Christians expressed it; Jesus 

is Lord; he is King of the whole earth. Through his death and resurrection, he has 

inaugurated a new Kingdom, a Kingdom he spent much of his ministry on earth 

teaching about and demonstrating in signs and wonders. 

But this Kingdom is not built on military might but on love (perhaps we should 

think about that beating heart again). It is tempting to think of Jesus at the head 

of the procession, not on a great steed but on the colt, the foal of the donkey on 

which he entered Jerusalem. And those who follow him in the procession are 

not defeated people but those who gladly accept his leadership, his Lordship, 

because this is a Kingdom open to all, - there need be none left out. And from 

these people, including Paul and all those in the church in Corinth, comes this 

wonderful aroma, the perfume which goes with Christ’s rule, expressing 

gentleness, peace, joy, hope, love, an enticing perfume that calls out to others 

to come and join the celebration. 

But we do need to note the hard message here too. Even though Jesus is a very 

different kind of King, he truly is Lord and judge of the whole world. For those 

who do not accept that Lordship this perfume smells very different and is 

ultimately a warning of judgement to come. And so, the preaching of the gospel 

is a serious charge and a responsibility which Paul feels very strongly. He is 

delivering a message which will provoke varied responses but he is not doing so 

as a great orator wanting to sign up members of his own party, he is doing so as 

the best representative he can be of Jesus, who alone has the right to call people 

to him and the power to save them.  

So, as we think what this passage might mean to us today, let’s have these two 

pictures in our minds: 

▪ The beating heart on which the Holy Spirit has written and continues to 

write words of life, which speaks of the new covenant 

▪ The beautiful aroma spreading out to all the world declaring the lordship 

of our servant King 

Paul says to the church in Corinth, this is how God sees you, as a letter written 

on hearts of flesh open for all to see and as part of my victory procession giving 

out a fragrance for people to experience and be drawn to. And this is not 



because you are perfect or anywhere close, this is because the Holy Spirit is at 

work in you. 

And what God says to the church in Corinth he says to the church down the ages. 

And it’s good for us to hear it again in Fetcham today. God says to us too, you 

are my living letter and my perfume for a needy and hurting world. To go back 

to the analogy we started with, you are my moving pictures that tell those 

around you what I am like. 

And just as with the church in Corinth we don’t have to be perfect, but we need 

to be open to the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Paul’s message is that with 

God in us great things can happen. And he illustrates that in the first two 

chapters of this, his most personal letter, with his own struggles and 

uncertainties. 

In chapter 1 he goes as far as to say that in Asia he was under such great 

pressure, far beyond his ability to endure it, so that he despaired even of life 

itself. That’s pretty strong stuff. But Paul says this happened that he might not 

rely on himself but on God who raises the dead. And it this same Paul, who has 

been through so much who can then talk about always being led in triumphal 

procession. Paul is keen to tell the church that though he is their apostle, he is 

not superman but he is a man with unbreakable faith in a super God. 

And it occurs to me that this is a good message for our times. We may feel that 

the last 5 months have been a real struggle. God doesn’t make light of that. But 

he wants us to know his presence through every moment of every day. He wants 

us to be able to see beyond present troubles to the far bigger truth that we are 

in a victory procession; we are children of King Jesus; through the Holy Spirit 

living in us, we can know his love and hope and joy and that peace that passes 

all understanding. 

And because that is true, as a church we have something really important to 

share with our friends and neighbours.  

When Paul talks of the Corinthian church as a letter written on tablets of the 

human heart, he is talking of transformation, they are new people, and they are 

noticeably different from the way others live in that culture. That is both an 

encouragement and a challenge to us today. An encouragement because we 

don’t need to be perfect for God to make a difference through our lives. Be 

encouraged that God really is at work in you and I, however feeble we may feel 

at times. 



A challenge because, just as Paul continues to encourage the Corinthian church 

to mature and grow closer to Jesus, we too would like, wouldn’t we, to see much 

more of his power at work in us, flowing out to our community?  

And I think that takes us back to our mission statement: Knowing Jesus, sharing 

faith, loving service and to the truth that it embodies. And while each of them is 

hugely important, I think God would like to remind us this morning of one in 

particular. We can’t make an impact on the world around us in our own strength; 

we have nothing distinctive of our own to give. And so, we need to seek a greater 

depth of Knowing Jesus, letting the Holy spirit continue to change our lives. 

Because that is foundational if we are to have something to share and if we are 

to have God’s amazing love in us with which to serve others. 

And this encouragement and challenge is not just to us as individuals, it is 

primarily to us as church. We have been called together in this place at this time 

as sons and daughters of the living God and therefore as brothers and sisters 

who together can show what it is like to live in his kingdom. And since that is a 

kingdom based on love, that is what we need to demonstrate more and more 

with each other so that those looking in will indeed say – see how much they 

love one another. 

Does that feel particularly hard in this time of little social contact. Well whatever 

may be virtual around us, one thing is sure, the love of God is never virtual, it is 

completely real. And love finds a way doesn’t it. Certainly not seeing our 

granddaughter for months did nothing to stop how extravagantly we love her. 

And as we find ways of loving and caring extravagantly for one another in 

difficult times, we will be writing a letter which talks about what it is like to be 

part of this kingdom, the community of Jesus, attractive and spreading a most 

delightful perfume.  

For the one picture Fetcham really needs to see is the picture of Jesus. So, Lord 

Jesus, as we grow to you know you better and love one another more deeply 

with the help of the Holy Spirit, let it be you who is seen in all your loveliness. 

  


