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Text: 2 Corinthians 3:1-3 
Title: A Letter from Christ 
Truth: Christians are the best recommendation for the ministry of Christ. 
Date/Location: Sunday December 7, 2025 at FBC (rev. 11/13/2005) 

Introduction 

In the prior verses, Paul asserts that he is insufficient to play a part in 
being part of God’s aroma of salvation. But he is faithful: he does 
not peddle God’s word but teaches it sincerely because it is from 
God Himself. 

I. Letters of Recommendation, v. 1 

A. Self-Commendation? Is what Paul just said self-serving? The 
apostle Paul asks two questions about this. The first is “do we 
begin again to commend ourselves?” 

1. What is the meaning of the verb to commend? 1 It means to 
connect two people into a relationship of trust by 
recommending. It is typically done by person A who knows B 
and C and introduces B to C with a recommendation so that C 
learns that B is trustworthy. You do not go around 
recommending yourself (2 Cor. 5:12, 10:12, 10:18). It would be 
contrary to humility to commend ourselves. Persons B and C 
need a third person, A, to connect them. 

2. Paul is asking if he is beginning to do that again, a second time. 
Paul and the church there had already been introduced and 
they knew all about Paul. You do not need a second 
introduction to people who know you so well. 

3. There is a third idea in this first question, which has to do with 
the fact that Paul asks a question with a rhetorical effect. The 
answer is understood by all who read—no, Paul is not re-
introducing himself to the Corinthians and not self-advertising. 

 
1 The word “commend” is used as “to recommend” in other passages that do not refer to letters 
(2 Cor. 10:12, 18, 12:11). It is also used to express approval to the work of the ministry and of 
trust toward God (Acts 14:23, 26, 15:40). The English Bible also uses “commend” to translate 
words which mean to make us noteworthy in some way (1 Cor. 8:8). It can also mean to provide 
evidence or demonstration of a characteristic or claim through action (2 Cor. 4:2, 6:4, 7:11). 
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By beginning to talk about himself at the end of chapter 2, he 
was not starting over with them or beginning again to 
tiresomely boast about himself. He was simply thanking God for 
using a weak vessel, insufficient as he was. 

B. The second question has to do with letter of recommendation. Paul 
asks if he, like other people, needs a letter of recommendation to 
the Corinthians or from the Corinthians to prove their authenticity. 
The Corinthians seemed to think that Paul needed one. Perhaps 
they were influenced by a cadre of false teachers who wrote such 
letters among themselves, recommending each other to churches 
or other groups for itinerant ministry. Someone missing these 
credentials is not worthy to be followed. 

 Again, the answer is no, because the readers know that Paul was a 
minister of the Christian gospel. It would be like a father having to 
bring a letter from the hospital to prove to his children that he is a 
good dad! Or the reverse: it would be like asking the children to 
write a letter of recommendation for their dad to other people. 

In the New Testament era (first century AD) there are many 
examples of letters of recommendation. Acts 9:1-2 (Acts 22:5) 
speaks of a letter for Saul from the high priest. In Acts 18:27 the 
brothers in Ephesus wrote on behalf of Apollos, commending 
him to the reception of the Christians in Achaia. Rom. 16:1 is a 
commendation of Phoebe. 1 Cor. 16:3 mentions letters that the 
Corinthian church would write to commend the brothers who 
were to carry a monetary gift to Jerusalem. Acts 28:21 mentions 
a “reverse commendation,” but fortunately no such letters had 
been written against Paul at that time. 

But there was also misuse of such letters in Paul’s day. In 2 Cor. 
10:12, 18 there is an indication that there were some itinerant 
speakers who commended themselves, that is, there was a 
group of them who wrote letters for each other. They compared 
themselves by their own standards. The commendations may 
have allowed them sneak into Christian assemblies. These were 
likely the same people in 2:17, the “many” who twist and 
peddle God’s Word for their own profit. 
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References on your resume are similar. Though those are not in 
letter form, if you are in the academic setting, you are familiar 
with “letters of recommendation” that a candidate for tenure 
has to obtain from other tenured faculty who know him. Or if 
you are in the medical community, letters of recommendation 
are necessary for your portfolio in applying to residency 
programs. 

In our churches today, we have such letters. Baptist churches have 
what they call letters of dismissal/commendation/transfer. The 
Hiscox Standard Baptist Manual, p. 39 says, “A member may, on 
application, receive a letter of commendation and dismission 
from his church, with which to unite with another of the same 
faith.” This helps the receiving church know they are “safe” to 
receive the person into their church family. Our church 
constitution has a similarly worded provision in it. 

 Paul is not demeaning the use of all such letters, which in some 
cases are necessary. But there is a more important kind of letter. 

II. Spiritual Letters, v. 2-3 

The apostle argues that he does not need a recommendation from 
anyone, given the spiritual kind of letters that are his credentials.  

The Bible uses a metaphor2 in which the Corinthians are said to be a 
spiritual letter. This letter is written in two places: Paul’s heart is 
one. The hearts of the Christians in the church is the other. 

A. The letter in Paul’s Heart. The Corinthians were concerned about a 
letter of commendation, but they themselves were all the proof 
they needed! By virtue of their “amen” to the gospel they 
commended Paul’s ministry as real, powerful, genuine, 
transformative, and godly. They were the letter that they were 
looking for. 

 This letter is not on paper. It is instead stored in Paul’s heart. This 
letter-which-is-the-Corinthians is written in the hearts of Paul and 

 
2 A metaphor is a figure of speech containing an implied comparison, in which a word or phrase 
ordinarily used of one thing is applied to another. It says, “something is something else.” For 
instance, “The LORD is my rock, and my fortress…” (Ps. 18:2). 
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his missionary companions (see 2 Cor. 7:3). The dear people “stand 
written” in his heart, engraved or inscribed there and never to be 
removed. He carries the remembrance of their faith wherever he 
goes. 

 This is a touching way for Paul to say that he has these people on 
his heart. They are precious to him. “You are written on my heart” 
would be a way that a young lover might write to his or her love. 
Paul loved these people. This made conflict all the more difficult. 

B. The phrase “known and read by all” might be confusing. If this 
letter is in Paul’s heart, how can anyone see or read it? The 
indication is that it stood open for inspection by anyone, either as 
they saw the Corinthians, or as they listened to Paul’s testimony of 
them. His heart is filled with love and concern for them. His full 
heart overflowed in his speech (Luke 6:45) as he told other people 
about the dear believers at Corinth. 

 Many times, letters of recommendation are sealed and cannot be 
shared with the subject so as to protect the author so he can be 
candid. On occasion, I have heard of a letter that the author leaves 
open for the subject to read. In this case, we have an open 
recommendation letter—the transformed lives of the believers 
loved by their spiritual father. 

C. Their spiritual regeneration and forgiveness and new life became a 
recommendation for the gospel. It was not a two-dimensional 
recommendation made with paper and ink. It was a four-
dimensional real-life-lived-through-time powerful 
recommendation for the reality of Christianity. 

 So, you church people are the letter that recommends an apostle’s 
ministry, or a pastor’s ministry, or a teacher’s ministry. And others 
can see it and make an evaluation of the legitimacy of that 
ministry. 

D. The letters are also within the Corinthians’ hearts. Jesus did not 
write with ink, and He did not write on stone, like the 10 
commandments. Instead, Jesus wrote on tablets of flesh, the 
heart. He wrote His law of love, and His gospel of forgiveness, and 
His Lordship, into the very core of the Christians’ lives. Jesus wrote 
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on their hearts His love and this transformed them from the inside 
in a way that no external tablet could. 

E. The Author of the letter is Jesus and the Holy Spirit. Notice the text: 
they are “an epistle of Christ” and “written…by the Spirit of the 
living God.” The Corinthian Christians are a letter of Christ and a 
letter of God’s Spirit. Whenever someone comes to truly follow 
Jesus, it is Jesus who gave them the gift of life, to Whom they came 
for salvation, and to Whom God the Father drew them. It is the 
Spirit of God who worked in them to convict them about their sin, 
need for salvation, Christ’s righteousness, and eternal life and 
judgment. 

 Paul is the one who shared the message of Christ with them; thus, 
he says, “ministered by us.” He had the privilege to be a secretary 
for God, writing the life-giving message about Jesus into the hearts 
of the church. He transcribed the message or was at least courier. 

F. We are introduced to a  contrast between the OT dispensation 
characterized by the law and the NT dispensation characterized by 
the work of the Spirit.  

 The 10 commandments were directives and prohibitions external 
to the lives of the recipients, and they did not work a 
transformation on the hearts of the nation of Israel. Law does not 
and cannot transform a person. All it can do is tell you where you 
have gone wrong, or what you must do to stay in the right. But law 
does not give you the power to avoid the wrong or do the right. 
Law does not give you the desire to avoid sin and do holiness. 

 Please notice the contrast that has to do with the writing 
instrument (ink versus the Spirit) and the writing material (stone 
versus the heart). A quick point on the writing: ink can be erased or 
fade with time. The writing of God’s Spirit does not ever fade. 
Salvation is imperishable! 

 God’s desire for His ancient people is found in Deuteronomy 5:29: 
“Oh, that they had such a heart in them that they would fear Me 
and always keep all My commandments, that it might be well with 
them and with their children forever.” But the provision of a stone-
based law was not sufficient to create this dynamic in their hearts.  



 6  

 We can correlate this with Jer. 31:33-34 and Ezek. 36:25-27, 
specifically with respect to the inner work of the New Covenant 
and how Christians partake in benefits of the new-covenant sort. 
Paul’s metaphor of writing on the heart follows right along with 
the mention of the heart in the new covenant passages. We might 
think of it this way: God’s finger wrote the tablets of the 10 
commandments (Exodus 31:18); His finger writes on your heart 
when you become a follower of Christ, but not on a hard, stony 
heart because he transforms it to a heart that is tender. 

Conclusion 

Taken together, the three verses are convincing that Paul does not 
need letters of commendation to or from the Corinthians. They 
themselves are his best recommendation letter because of their 
conversion to the gospel. Christ wrote the genuine letter on their 
hearts, and a copy of the letter is on Paul’s heart. 

Other people could read the recommendation for Paul’s ministry just 
by looking at the work God had done through him in the lives of 
the believers. Sometimes Christians are the worst 
recommendation for the faith. But it should be the case that 
Christians are the best recommendation for faith in Christ.  

Your life, if you are a follower of Jesus, is an epistle written by Christ. 
Do the contents of that letter come across with clarity in your life, 
or are they crinkled up, hidden, stained, or sealed shut? To use a 
radio analogy, is your life a clear signal or does it have static and 
interference? Ask God to clear things up. Live for Christ in faith not 
only because your eternity depends on it but because someone 
else may just read your life-letter and have a happy eternal future 
too. 

 MAP 

Supplementary Information 

Hiscox in his Standard Baptist Manual writes regarding those coming 
into a new church (p. 37), “Members often remove from the 
vicinity of the church with which they have united. Then it 
becomes their duty, and should be their desire, to connect 
themselves with a church of the same faith near their new home, 
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where they can conveniently work and worship. By the comity of 
Christian fellowship, and by that courtesy which each church owes 
to each other, the one of which he is a member gives him a letter 
of commendation and dismission, by which his membership may 
be transferred to the other. This letter certifies to his good 
Christian character and regular standing, and commends him to 
the confidence of, and membership in, the other church. If 
satisfied, he is received by a vote of the church…the letter service 
as a certificate of character and standing, with permission to 
unite.” 

Our own FBC constitution, Article V, Section F. Dismissals says this: “2. 
By letter. Any member in good and regular standing who desires a 
letter of dismissal and/or recommendation to another church is 
entitled to receive it upon request. The name of the Church to 
which membership is to be referred must be indicated in the 
request, and the letter shall be sent to the pastor or secretary of 
that church provided it is a church of like faith and practice.” 

Two Types of Letters 

A. Letters of recommendation 

Written by Written about Written to 

Boss, teacher, pastor Employee, student, 
member 

Potential 
employer, school 

Written/Engraved on Written with  

Paper, stone Pen and ink  

 

B. The letters of spiritual salvation 

Written by Written about Written to 

Christ Salvation “Known and read” by all 

Written/Engraved on Written with  

The inner person, the 
heart 

The Holy Spirit  
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NKJV Text 

1 Do we begin again to commend ourselves?  

Or do we need, as some others, 

 epistles of commendation  to you  

or  letters of commendation  from you? 

2 You are our epistle  

written in our hearts,  

known and read by all men;  

3 clearly you are an epistle  

of Christ,  

ministered by us,  

written   not with ink  

but  [written]  by the Spirit of the living God,  

not on tablets of stone  

but  on tablets of flesh, that is, of the heart. 


