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The Credentials Of Death 
2 Corinthians 2:12-3:6  July 31, 2022 

 

 
 
How can a church tell if someone is a true minister of God? 
 
In the first century, one way that developed was to see if they had a letter of 
commendation. 
 
We do something similar today. 
 
I regularly have churches or parachurches asking me to fill out a reference about a 
man or a woman I know. 
 
They asked about their character and gifting and suitability. 
 
But, that only tells you so much about someone. 
 
There are other marks a church should look for. 
 
Paul knew this. It seems that after he left Corinth some men turned up – likely from 
Jerusalem with letters of recommendation. Maybe something like: 
 

We, Nathan and Javan, leaders of the church in Jerusalem commend to the 
Corinthian Church the ministry of Elam and Meshech who we affirm are true 
ministers of the Lord Jesus Christ and apostles of God. 

 
And these men did seem impressive. 
 
Powerful speakers, confident and many were drawn to them. 
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But, they were very different to Paul and they preached a different message. None of 
this dying to self and suffering – more of a God loves you and will give you a great life. 
 
When some in the church pointed out the difference – one thing these self-styled super 
apostles did to show theirs was the right message was to ask – well did Paul come 
with a letter of recommendation – like we did – or did he just commend himself? 
 
Paul responded by writing 2 Corinthians. 
 
And in the passage we will look at this morning Paul basically says – they want a letter 
– I have a letter – and mine is so much better. 
 
I have titled the series on this book – crucified leadership. And I want to sum up this 
book this way: 
 

 
 
A saint with character shaped through adversity is a saint God can use. 
 
A saint with character shaped through adversity is a saint God can use. 
 
In this book, Paul gives the Corinthians and us a long series of: 
 



 3 

 
 
Marks of crucified leadership. 
 
Leadership in the church is not like leadership in the world. 
 
The head of the church is a crucified Saviour so the leaders of His church must exhibit 
crucified leadership. 
 
This morning we come to the fourth mark – and in many ways it is an unexpected 
mark: 
 

 
 
Death. 
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When you are looking at a leader – the question Paul asks is – has he died to self, 
does he have an aroma of death and through his ministry do the dead come to life? 
 
What we are going to see this morning is this: 
 

 
 

If a man: 
 

chooses to die to self 
preaches death 
and the dead come to life 
 

those are good reasons to believe he is a true servant of God 
 
 
 

If a man: 
 

chooses to die to self 
preaches death 
and the dead come to life 
 

those are good reasons to believe he is a true servant of God 
 
This really needs unpacking to understand it – because if a man has a mark of death 
on him – many would think that is not a man I want to follow. 
 
Now, I do want to be clear that Paul is not saying – unless you see all these 
conversions and spiritual growth in your ministry you are not a servant of God. 
 
Some men and women minister faithfully in hard soil and see little fruit. 
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What Paul is saying is that if the true gospel – Christ and Him crucified – is preached 
by someone living a faithful life that leads to true salvation and genuine fruit – those 
are a pretty good credentials suggesting this person is a true servant of God. 
 
I also want to point out that choosing this life is not easy. 
 
About once every two to three months I speak with a young man in our church or in 
another church who says – I am thinking of going into ministry – what do you think? 
 
What do I think? You don’t really want to know what I think. 
 
On the one hand I think there is no greater way to spend your years in this life – but 
on the other hand I feel like saying – do you really know the cup you are asking to 
drink? 
 
Few who go into ministry realise what they are putting their hand up for. 
 
Baptism pictures the death of the old us. 
 
Christ calls on all of us to take up our cross and live as those dying to this world. 
 
But, if you want to be a pastor – it can’t just be lip service – people need to look at you 
and see death – that you have made sacrifices to be in ministry. 
 
Believe me – dying to self is not easy and having an aroma of death doesn’t make you 
popular. 
 
So, let’s look at what Paul has to say: 
 
Our first credential as a true servant of Christ: 
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We chose to die to self and to preach death 2:12-16a 

 
Pastoral ministry is not easy. You don’t choose it as a vocation – you choose it as a 
ministry. 
 
You chose to die to self. 
 
In chapter 11, Paul gives this long list of his sufferings – five times he received forty 
lashes, three times beaten with rods, stoned, shipwrecked, hungry, starving. 
 
But perhaps the hardest area of suffering is caring for the flock. Listen to the last area 
od suffering Paul lists in chapter 11 verse 28 – the one that seems the hardest to bear: 
 

The daily pressure of concern for all the churches. 
 
I understand this. Every week I hear things. 
 
Someone in the church tells you about their child who they love deeply – who is turning 
from the faith. 
 
A couple tell you through tears that their marriage is done. 
 
Two brothers are at odds and things have been said that can’t be unsaid. 
 
You can’t just forget these things and switch off. 
 
You lie in bed saying – be anxious for nothing – be anxious for nothing – but it doesn’t 
work. 
 
Part of dying to self as a pastor is you live to serve Christ and His church. And that is 
a heavy burden. 
 
Paul experienced this. Look with me at 2 Corinthians 2:12–13: 
 

When I came to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ, even though the Lord 
opened a door for me, I had no rest in my spirit because I did not find my brother 
Titus. Instead, I said good-bye to them and left for Macedonia.  
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Remember, after his painful visit to Corinth – Paul went back to Ephesus and wrote 
his anguished letter. 
 

 
 
He then moved on to Troas to preach the gospel of Christ. In Acts 16 he had gone 
there to preach but the Macedonian call cut short his time there – so he had unfinished 
business. 
 
Paul had an open door – people willing to hear the gospel and seemingly little 
opposition. 
 

TROAS
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But, even amid this blessing – Paul was distracted. While he was there, he was 
desperate to know how that letter had been received – how the church was doing – 
so he arranged to meet Titus there in Troas. 
 
Had the church responded? Or had this man he clashed with dragged those precious 
saints further from the gospel? 
 
Were they renouncing immorality or staying debauched? 
 
Were they seduced by a health wealth gospel? 
 
These were brothers and sisters he had seen move from serving idols to serving 
Christ. 
 
He loved them and would give his right arm for them. 
 
But it seems the appointed time came and went – Titus had not come – and he had 
no rest in his spirit. He was in turmoil. He needed to know – how was the church in 
Corinth? 
 
So, even though Paul had an open door to minister there – he left and went to 
Macedonia. 
 

 
 
Why?  
 
It is likely this was plan B. If Titus couldn’t get to Troas they would meet in Macedonia. 
 
In chapter 7:5 Paul says:  
 

When we came into Macedonia, we had no rest. Instead, we were troubled in 
every way: conflicts on the outside, fears within.  

TROAS

MACEDONIA
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In Macedonia the turmoil and conflict continued until – chapter 7:6 he found Titus and 
Titus told him that his letter was generally well received. 
 

 
 
Look, you don’t choose pastoral ministry for your health or for a good night’s sleep. 
 
It is not a 36 hour a week 9 to 4 five day a week job. 
 
Hard as you try not to bring it home – you do. 
 
Back in 1 Corinthians 4:8 – Paul notes that the super apostles and the ones following 
were doing well in ministry. They were full, rich, already reigning as kings. 
 
But that is not biblical ministry. 
 
Too many have gone into pastoral ministry to get rich, to have a book deal one day, 
to go on the speaking circuit, to be held up as important before the church. 
 
If that is what you want – you either flame out or you compromise. 
 
That is a job. That is motivational speaking. That is not ministry. 
 
Pastors feel a weight of care for the sheep. 
 
You see some sheep leave the faith. You watch families implode. You watch cancer 
strike the young. 
 
It is hard. 
 
As well, there is an expectation of godliness, availability, capacity and competence 
that no one can live up to. Your wife and kids are held to an unfair standard. 
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You are the face of Christ to a world that holds you accountable for the crusades, for 
wars, for crimes against children and for all hatred against LGBTQ. 
 
There is always some division and dissent in the church and you are expected to be 
able to fix it. 
 
You know you won’t retire to a six-bedroom home on the beach at Surfers. 
 
And yet – the absolute joy of seeing the lost saved, the saved grow and the grown go 
into the world – is something money and fame cannot buy.  
 
E. M. Bounds summed it up: 
 

The preacher … is not a professional man; his ministry is not a profession; it is 
a divine institution, a divine devotion. 

 
Care for the flock is part of dying to self. 
 
Paul then gives this phenomenal picture of what a minister of Christ really is. Verse 
14:  
 

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in Christ’s triumphal procession. 
 
What this verse says is that he ministered – as a dying man to dying men. 
 
Once Paul had everything. 
 
Young, rich, powerful. 
 
Then on the Road to Damascus he met Christ – and that man – Saul – died. 
 
He became an object of derision to the world. Dead to his old life. 
 
But a new person – Paul – was born. A man who knew suffering – was humbled – but 
was now ready to bring the message of eternal life to the Gentiles. 
 
We need to understand this imagery. 
 
Rome conducted at least 350 triumphal processions that we know of. These were 
lavish spectacles to celebrate great victories in significant military campaigns. 
 
They were awarded only to Caesars or to important Generals. 
 
There is a bit of debate about the order to the procession especially whether the 
General came at the front or in the middle. 
 
Most likely, it was led by the victorious General (the triumphator) who rode in a chariot 
pulled by four horses festooned with laurel. The general wore royal purple with a gold 
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tunic and toga. He held a laurel branch in his right hand and an ivory sceptre in his 
left. 
 
Then the magistrates and members of the Senate followed. 
 
After that came his officers and soldiers accompanied by musicians singing as they 
went. 
 
Then came the animals that were to be sacrificed, the spoils captured in the war, and 
finally at the end – the captured prisoners in chains. 
 
At the completion of the parade, the Romans publicly slaughtered these captives as a 
sacrifice to their gods. 
 
You might think that if Christ was the triumphator – His Apostle would see himself as 
up there with victorious bunch. 
 
But, Paul saw his place in Christ’s triumphant parade – as a prisoner marching to 
death. 
 
Paul saw following Christ in terms of taking up his cross and choosing to die to self. 
 
But here is what you have to understand – the super apostles – did not go into ministry 
to die to this world. They saw themselves as victors – we are kings already reigning 
with Christ. 
 
In their mind – they are in the chariot with the general or at least – among the high-
ranking officers near the front. 
 
Paul says no – we are the guys in chains marching to our death. 
 
In 1 Corinthians 4:9–13 he used the same imagery: 
 

For I think God has displayed us, the apostles, in last place, like men 
condemned to die: We have become a spectacle to the world, both to angels 
and to people. … Even now, we are like the scum of the earth, like everyone’s 
garbage.  

 
Last place – condemned to die. 
 
Paul is an Apostle. What kind of privilege does that bestow? 
 
Best seats at the table – everyone kissing our hand and saying how great we are? 
 
No! We are the guys at the end – dying to this world. We are the scum of the earth, 
everyone’s garbage. 
 
And Paul says – O and our message to the world is this – if you want to live – then 
come and join us scum – the guys who are heading to death. 
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That is not a particularly seeker sensitive message. You will not hear that in the health 
wealth – or best life now – churches. 
 
God has a wonderful plan for your life – join us scum and garbage – hated by everyone 
– who are about to die. 
 
Choosing to join Christ’s triumphal procession is not a choice to join the powerful and 
rich of the world. 
 
It is a choice to die to self and join the garbage of the world. 
 
And then he says – O and if you are at the back – you get this aroma about you – the 
stench of death. 
 
Look at the end of verse 14 through to verse 16: 
 

And through us spreads the aroma of the knowledge of him in every place. For 
to God we are the fragrance of Christ among those who are being saved and 
among those who are perishing. To some we are an aroma of death leading to 
death, but to others, an aroma of life leading to life. 

 
Mixed throughout the whole triumphal procession were the incense spreaders. This 
procession had a smell. 
 
If you were watching this who procession – you would begin to associate the smell 
with two groups. 
 
First, the prisoners at the back. This was the smell of death. This smell meant this 
general was going to sacrifice that group to the glory of the gods of Rome. 
 
Second, the officers and soldiers. This was the smell of victory. This smell meant they 
had triumphed. They were headed to the mother of all feasts hosted by their general. 
 
Which group would you want to join – those dying or those celebrating? 
 
But here is the amazing thing. 
 
The gospel changes everything concerning the procession. 
 
When the leader of the triumphal procession is Christ – everything is inverted. 
 
The last shall be first. The ones about to die – end up living. 
 
The first shall be last. The ones celebrating – end up dying. 
 
Paul turned up in Corinth – like he did everywhere – with this smell of death on him. 
 
1 Corinthians 2:1–5:  
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When I came to you, brothers and sisters, announcing the mystery of God to 
you, I did not come with brilliance of speech or wisdom. I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you in 
weakness, in fear, and in much trembling. My speech and my preaching were 
not with persuasive words of wisdom but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s 
power, so that your faith might not be based on human wisdom but on God’s 
power. 

 
He didn’t come in power promising a good life. 
 
He came as one who had died to self and the things of this world – in weakness and 
fear and in much trembling. 
 
He came preaching death – Jesus Christ and Him crucified. 
 
He told these Corinthians who loved life and the good things of this world – if you want 
to live – join me as one who is dying – unite yourself to a Saviour who died in ignominy 
on a cross of shame. 
 
Normally the aroma of death is rancid. 
 
But, once again Christ inverts things for the saved. 
 
Some smelled this and amazingly instead of smelling death – they smell the sweet 
aroma of life. They saw a man who died to self. The heard the gospel of a Saviour 
who died. They realised following Jesus would put them with the scum who the world 
hates. 
 
But they realised this is the path to life. This smell of death become an aroma of life 
that lead them to eternal life. 
 
They chose to join this procession as captives knowing their general will grant them 
the victory wreath of eternal life and welcome them to the marriage supper of the 
Lamb. 
 
But to others – the dying – the smell remained rancid – the smell of death. They saw 
a man who died to self. The heard the gospel of a Saviour who died. They decided 
this is foolishness and a waste of life. 
 
They found Paul and his message absurd. They are already in the procession as 
winners – why give that up? 
 
But the truth is – they are the ones who will die. 
 
The smell of death lead to eternal death. 
 
Throughout his letters and in particular in the two Corinthian epistles, Paul uses this 
metaphor of death – death being in his body leading to life – and says join me in death 
and find life. 
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A little later in 2 Corinthians 4:10–12 we read this:  
 

We always carry the death of Jesus in our body, so that the life of Jesus may 
also be displayed in our body. For we who live are always being given over to 
death for Jesus’s sake, so that Jesus’s life may also be displayed in our mortal 
flesh. So then, death is at work in us, but life in you.  

 
Death in me – brings life in you. 
 
One thing that shows that Paul is a true Apostle a true servant of God – is that he 
chose to die to self and to preach a message of death – Christ and Him crucified. 
 
If you become a pastor this is what you choose. 
 
You aren’t aligning with the woke, the powerful, the trendy – the guys up the front. 
 
When you read Jane Austin books – the ministry was a respected profession – upper-
middle class. 
 
If you were the second or third son of a Lord – you usually chose the army or the 
ministry. 
 
You preached benign sermons and hosted tea parties till you retired. 
 
They sure didn’t read this verse. You are to align with the scum and the garbage – 
down the back. 
 
There is no a big salary and cushy life. 
 
You are willingly choosing to die – to give up your pleasures, your sins, your wealth, 
your lives to serve Christ. And this is an aroma – to some of life and to some of death. 
 
As Richard Baxter got it right: 
 

“I preached … as a dying man to dying men.” 
 
This is a mark of a true servant of God. 
 
That brings us to – our second credential as a true servant of Christ: 
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We see dead men live as the Spirit works through us 2:16b-3:6 
 
Being an aroma of eternal life and death is a huge responsibility. 
 
So, Paul asks this in the second part of verse 16: 
 

Who is adequate for these things? 
 
Who is adequate to bear a ministry on which hangs eternal life and death? 
 
When I hear that – my first response is to say – not me – in absolutely no way am I 
competent for that. 
 
Paul would say – I agree – if it is up to us and our gifts – we are absolutely not 
adequate. No man can convince or persuade or cajole another into the kingdom. 
 
Paul knows – if you preach the gospel right – the people listening should be shocked 
– you want me to give up my great life, renounce the sins I love, hand over my wealth 
and my time – join you scum amid the garbage? 
 
Yeah – no! Not interested. 
 
So, if it rests on us – to preach death and see life – Paul would say – I am not up to 
the task. 
 
Fortunately, what Paul is about to say is – it is not up to us to give life. Our job is merely 
to be a servant who brings the truth of the gospel – and the Spirit then gives life. That 
is His job. 
 
Our job is to not mess up the gospel – to get it right in what we say and how we live. 
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And he is clear – we are adequate for that job – as messengers – as ambassadors. 
 
But, it seems the super apostles saw themselves as more than messengers. 
 
Bringing people into the church through their gifts was their job. 
 
My persuasive preaching – my attractive gospel – my enticing lifestyle – people will 
listen to me. 
 
I can convince people to join us. 
 
And they thought they were adequate because people seemed to respond. 
 
Paul knows – people only showed interest because these men changed the gospel – 
they sugar-coated it – and in so doing they turned it into a false gospel – that does not 
save. 
 
Verse 17: 
 

For we do not market the word of God for profit like so many. 
 
The word ‘market’ implies a shady deceptive sales pitch. Not giving the real deal. 
 
This is the word used of publicans who watered down their wine to make more money. 
 
These charlatans knew the real gospel smelled like death. 
 
So, they added a ton of perfume. 
 
They are salesmen selling a product. 
 
But wait there is more – sign up for the kingdom today and you can become kings – 
health and wealth now and heaven then – and all it costs is to support us – God’s men. 
 
Market the gospel – twist it and you will get people to sign on – but they are not signing 
on to Christ – they are signing on to a false gospel – that cannot save. 
 
And to make it worse – these super apostles wanted some profit. 
 
It was common for philosophers and religious leaders to be supported by patrons. In 
fact, they criticized Paul for not being supported in this way. 
 
They knew, the more who sign on – the more profit. 
 
But if profit drives you – you have to give them what they want. 
 
You have to twist the gospel and make it palatable. 
 
You can’t tell them hard truths. You can’t rebuke their sin. You have to tickle their ears. 
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Look, we have all seen how easy it is to fill a church. Tell them God loves them as 
they are, will bless them mightily in this life and then give them heaven if they believe 
in this Jesus who asks nothing of us. 
 
Add in some catchy music, great coffee and a 30-minute service – that ends with see 
you next week – you can so what you want until then. 
 
But the gospel is not a business opportunity and faith is not a commodity you can 
package and market. 
 
If you do that, the world ends up telling the church what gospel they will accept. 
 
If you want me and my money – this is what you better preach. 
 
And the world will not tolerate us saying anything that they don’t like. 
 
For example – in our culture tolerance of anyone and everything is woke, hip and 
trendy. 
 
The world says – if you want me to walk in your door and drop my hard earned in your 
plate – I want to see rainbow flags – on everyone. 
 
We only have to look at the furore this week around the Manly Pride jerseys to see 
how the world reacts to anything else. 
 
Instead of hearing those players when they said – we absolutely do not hate gays or 
transgenders – it is just we just can’t wear a symbol that says I personally am proud 
of something God hates. 
 
Instead, the world heard them saying – it is our right to choose hate and to choose to 
protest your love and tolerance. 
 
The world says – this is not a political statement – despite this being the hottest political 
issue around. 
 
The world says – we say this symbol is only about inclusivity – even though it was 
devised to celebrate gay pride – not inclusivity – and is clearly divisive. 
 
If is meant to say tolerance to all – then the all doesn’t seem to include Christians. 
 
So, today, a church that says – we honour Christ not a worldview Christ rejects – is 
not going to bring them through the doors – unless they come through them to protest. 
 
You simply can’t market the truth in a way the world likes. 
 
If the world is saying – this brand of Christianity seems great – it is likely not going to 
be the true gospel. 
 
Humanly speaking – no one is adequate to make the aroma of death smell great – 
only Christ can do that. 
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So, understand what Paul is saying – if you see someone saying – I am a servant of 
Christ – but they talk a lot about money – they pocket a lot of money – and their 
message is one the world likes – and has nothing of an aroma of death and sacrifice 
– you can say – this is not a true servant of God. 
 
Verse 17: 
 

On the contrary, we speak with sincerity in Christ, as from God and before God.  
 
We speak with sincerity – we don’t sell a defective gospel. We tell the truth that 
becoming a Christian means you die to self – you choose suffering and being despised 
as scum. But this is the gospel that saves. 
 
We speak in Christ – we speak as a representative of Christ – not in our own authority. 
 
As from God – we are sent from God with the message of God. Our message is not 
one we made up – it is from God. 
 
And before God – we stand before God with a clear conscience. We tell a message 
that is not twisted and we are happy to give an account of what we said before the 
Lord. 
 
Every pastor could do worse than to meditate on this verse before standing before a 
church and preaching. 
 

I must speak with sincerity, in Christ, as from God and before God.  
 
Chapter 3 verse 1: 
 

Are we beginning to commend ourselves again? Or do we need, like some, 
letters of recommendation to you or from you? 

 
Clearly, the super apostles arrived with their letters of recommendation. Also, they 
wanted the Corinthians to provide them with letters so they could market their ministry 
in other towns. 
 
They asked Paul – where are yours – you seem to only have yourself to commend 
your ministry. 
 
Paul says – you want my letter – I have a letter. Verses 2-6: 
 

You yourselves are our letter, written on our hearts, known and read by 
everyone. You show that you are Christ’s letter, delivered by us, not written with 
ink but with the Spirit of the living God—not on tablets of stone but on tablets of 
human hearts. Such is the confidence we have through Christ before God. It is 
not that we are competent in ourselves to claim anything as coming from 
ourselves, but our adequacy is from God. He has made us competent to be 
ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter, but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, 
but the Spirit gives life.  
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To understand Paul’s argument – we have to understand verse 6. 
 

He has made us competent to be ministers of a new covenant, not of the letter, 
but of the Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.  

 
It would take 4 or 5 sermons to even scratch the surface of the transition from Old to 
New Covenants. 
 
Let me say this – the Bible teaches this: 
 

 
 
The Old Covenant could not provide a way of salvation – but could show us we 
need a Saviour and promise the Saviour will come. Under this covenant, 
salvation was by grace alone through faith alone (in the One who will come – 
Romans 4). 
 
The New Covenant could actually provide a way of salvation – because the 
Saviour had come. Under this covenant, salvation is by grace alone through 
faith alone (in the One who has come – Eph. 2:1-10; Hebrews) 
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 Old Covenant New Covenant 
   
Covenant 
Purpose 

Show us God’s expectations 
for how we live, our need of 
a Saviour and point to the 
coming saviour. 
 
We could not keep the Law  
 
(Ps. 14; Gal. 2-3 esp. 3:24) 

To actually accomplish 
salvation. 
 
 
 
Christ kept the Law for us 
 
(1 Cor. 11:23-26; Rom. 8:1-11; 
2 Cor. 3:9) 

When Sinai (Deut. 5:3) Pentecost (Acts 2:16-21) 
Ability To Save Inability (Rom. 3:20) Ability (Gal. 3:11) 
Covenant People Israel (Jer. 31:31-32) Church (2 Cor. 3:6) 
Christ Veiled/Mystery (2 Cor. 3:12-

18; Eph. 3:1-6) 
Unveiled/Revealed (2 Cor. 
3:12-18; Eph. 3:1-6) 

Spirit’s Dwelling Tabernacle, Temple (2 
Chron. 7:1) 

Church (1 Cor. 6:19; Eze. 
36:24-27) 

Spirit’s Coming Promise of indwelling in all 
(Ezek. 36:27; Gal. 3:14; Acts 
2:16-18) 

Fulfilment of indwelling in all 
(Acts 2:16-21; Eph. 1:14; Rom. 
8:11) 

Saved Remnant of Israel (Romans 
9) 

All in the church (Jer. 31:31-
34) 

Letter Letter on stone (2 Cor. 3:3) Letter on hearts (2 Cor. 3:3) 
Righteousness Keep the Law and live (Lev. 

18:5) 
Christ kept the Law so you can 
live (Rom. 8:4) 

Faith In a Messiah to come 
(Romans 4) 

In a Messiah who has come 
(Gal. 4:1-7) 

Life As part of the covenant 
people under the Law (Deut.) 

As part of the covenant people 
under Christ (Col. 1:15-20; 
Eph 5:22-33) 

Relationship Bondage – Slave (Gal. 4:3) Free – Sons (Gal. 4:4-6) 
Permanence Obsolete – Fading Glory 

(Heb. 8:13; 2 Cor. 3:11) 
Eternal – Enduring Glory (Jer. 
32:40; Heb. 13:20; 2 Cor. 3:11) 

Sacrifices, 
Ceremonies 

Shadow pointing to Christ 
(Heb. 10:1-3) 

Substance found in Christ 
(Col. 2:17) 

Atonement Many – Ineffective (Heb. 
10:3) 

Once For All Time – Effective 
(Heb. 9:28) 

Mediator Human Priests (Num. 3:10; 
Heb 7:28) 

Christ (Heb. 7:17-28; 1 Tim. 
2:5) 

Outcome Letter kills (2 Cor. 3:6) – Do 
or die – they died 

Spirit gives life (2 Cor. 3:6) – 
Die and live – they lived 

 
I will talk more about the Old and New Covenants over next sermons – but let me say 
it is a huge subject: 
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The Old Covenant was not designed to actually save. It was designed to show us how 
to live – that we cannot live well enough to meet God’s standard and so it shows us 
we need a Saviour. 
 

 
 
It deals with the transition from Israel to the church as the covenant people of God. 
 
It deals with the purpose of the Law and what the role of the Spirit is. 
 

Old Covenant New Covenant 

Covenant Purpose Show us God’s expectations 
for how we live, our need of a 
Saviour and point to the 
coming saviour. 
! 
We could not keep the Law  
! 
(Ps. 14; Gal. 2-3 esp. 3:24)

To actually accomplish 
salvation. 
! 
! 
! 
Christ kept the Law for us 
! 
(1 Cor. 11:23-26; Rom. 8:1-11; 2 
Cor. 3:9)

Old Covenant New Covenant 

When Sinai (Deut. 5:3) Pentecost (Acts 2:16-21)

Ability To Save Inability (Rom. 3:20) Ability (Gal. 3:11)

Covenant People Israel (Jer. 31:31-32) Church (2 Cor. 3:6)

Christ Veiled/Mystery (2 Cor. 3:12-18; 
Eph. 3:1-6)

Unveiled/Revealed (2 Cor. 
3:12-18; Eph. 3:1-6)

Spirit’s Dwelling Tabernacle, Temple (2 Chron. 
7:1)

Church (1 Cor. 6:19; Eze. 
36:24-27)

Spirit’s Coming Promise of indwelling in all 
(Ezek. 36:27; Gal. 3:14; Acts 
2:16-18)

Fulfilment of indwelling in all 
(Acts 2:16-21; Eph. 1:14; Rom. 
8:11)
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It deals with who is actually righteous and the object of our faith.. 
 

 
 
Paul sums up the difference like this. 
 

For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.  
 
Why can the Old Covenant not save while the New Covenant leads to life? 
 
Let me pull out a few of the differences. 
 

Old Covenant New Covenant 

Saved Remnant of Israel (Romans 9) A l l i n t h e c h u rc h ( J e r. 
31:31-34)

Letter Letter on stone (2 Cor. 3:3) Letter on hearts (2 Cor. 3:3)

Righteousness Keep the Law and live (Lev. 
18:5)

Christ kept the Law so you can 
live (Rom. 8:4)

Faith I n a M e s s i a h t o c o m e 
(Romans 4)

In a Messiah who has come 
(Gal. 4:1-7)

Life As part of the covenant 
people under the Law (Deut.)

As part of the covenant 
people under Christ (Col. 
1:15-20; Eph 5:22-33)

Relationship Bondage – Slave (Gal. 4:3) Free – Sons (Gal. 4:4-6)

Old Covenant New Covenant 

Permanence Obsolete – Fading Glory 
(Heb. 8:13; 2 Cor. 3:11)

Eternal – Enduring Glory (Jer. 
32:40; Heb. 13:20; 2 Cor. 3:11)

Sacrifices, Ceremonies Shadow pointing to Christ 
(Heb. 10:1-3)

Substance found in Christ 
(Col. 2:17)

Atonement Many – Ine!ective (Heb. 10:3) Once For All Time – E!ective 
(Heb. 9:28)

Mediator Human Priests (Num. 3:10; 
Heb 7:28)

Christ (Heb. 7:17-28; 1 Tim. 2:5)

Outcome Letter kills (2 Cor. 3:6) – Do or 
die – they died

Spirit gives life (2 Cor. 3:6) – 
Die and live – they lived
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Under the Old Covenant you had to keep the Law to live – but no one could do it. 
 
Only one man could – Christ. He kept the Law and by His death on the cross – He 
imputes – places His perfect righteousness in us. This death inaugurated the New 
Covenant. 
 
This occurs as a work of the Holy Spirit. 
 
The Old Covenant promised the Spirit would be poured out on all under the covenant. 
When the New Covenant began – the Spirit actually changes all of our hearts and 
places Christ in us. 
 
So, you have this contrast of a letter on stone and a letter on hearts. 
 
So, in summary, the Old Covenant said do or die – keep the Law and live – but no 
one could – so if they were only keeping the letter of the Law – they died. 
 
The New Covenant says – die and live – die to self – join Christ in His death – and 
live – and they lived. 
 

Old Covenant New Covenant 

Covenant Purpose We could not keep the Law (Ps. 
14; Gal. 2-3 esp. 3:24)

Christ kept the Law for us (1 
Cor. 11:23-26; Rom. 8:1-11; 2 
Cor. 3:9)

Ability To Save Inability (Rom. 3:20) Ability (Gal. 3:11)

Spirit’s Coming Promise of indwelling in all 
(Ezek. 36:27; Gal. 3:14; Acts 
2:16-18)

Fulfilment of indwelling in all 
(Acts 2:16-21; Eph. 1:14; Rom. 
8:11)

Letter Letter on stone (2 Cor. 3:3) Letter on hearts (2 Cor. 3:3) 
  
  
  Outcome Letter kills (2 Cor. 3:6) – Do or 

die – they died
Spirit gives life (2 Cor. 3:6) – 
Die and live – they lived
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Now, here is Paul’s point. 
 
I am a minister of the New Covenant. 
 
You want a letter – I have a letter. And my letter is so much better than their letter. 
 
He says – I went into a Gentile city – one that loved the world. There was no church 
there that I could deliver a man written letter to – even if I had one. 
 
I preached Christ and Him crucified and the Corinthians watched as neighbours, sons, 
friends – turned from sin and idols to worship Christ. 
 
I didn’t turn up with food trucks and bands of musicians and hoards of supporters. 
 
So, it sure wasn’t me. 
 
God did it. All I did was become an aroma of death. 
 
But the Holy Spirit took that aroma – turned it into an aroma of life – took out hearts of 
stone and implanted new hearts that loved God and trusted Christ. 
 
So – church there in Corinth – you are my letter from Christ – written on your hearts 
by the Holy Spirit. 
 
The fact that Gentiles came to faith through the work of the Spirit under the ministry of 
Paul – that is proof that he is a minister of the New Covenant. 
 
He is saying to the super apostles – you only have a letter written by men to commend 
your ministry – I may not have letters written by men using ink on paper – but I have 
something far greater – I have letters written by Christ through the Holy Spirit on the 
hearts of men. 
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My letter is read by all – there is a church that came to life. 
 
My letter is even greater than the letter Moses walked down from Sinai with. 
 
Why? Because my letter is proof that Christ saves – not proof that you can’t save 
yourself. 
 
But their letter is more like Moses’ letter – it kills – mine brings life. 
 
If you come to my office. I have weird stuff everywhere. Stuff my kids gave me – like 
gnomes and pots and all sorts of stuff people in the church have given me – flags and 
plaques 
 
Then on my walls I have letters and certificates. 
 
One says I have a Master of Divinity from The Master’s Seminary. 
 
Another says I was ordained to the gospel ministry by the Elders of Grace Community 
Church. 
 
I also have one saying I am a licenced minister in the Christian Community Churches 
of Australia. 
 
But what Paul says is this – those aren’t my true credentials – you are. 
 
If by preaching the word – dead people were saved – and the saved grew – and Christ 
was honoured. 
 
If by preaching the word – Christ has taken His gospel and written it on hearts of flesh 
by His Spirit – then my ministry is commended not by some board or human authority 
but by God himself. 
 
If a dead man preaches and the dead come to life – it is a mark that God has to be at 
work. 
 
See the word ‘minister’ in verse 6. 
 
In English it has lost its meaning. 
 
We think Prime Minister, Minister for Health – we think a word of power and authority. 
 
But the term minister meant servant – and a minister was meant to serve parliament 
and the head of state – the King or Queen. 
 
Similarly, the word used here is actually diakonos – servant. 
 
One role of a servant was as an emissary who carried the message of a King. That is 
the idea here. 
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In this context – we are servants – emissaries – who take the message of Christ and 
allow the Spirit of Christ to work in the hearts of men. 
 
We are not adequate to do heart work – but we are adequate to be carry the message 
of the gospel to the lost. 
 
Our confidence is that the Spirit will use that message. 
 
The power and the authority is in the word and the Spirit not us. 
 
God makes us adequate – competent to be emissaries of the gospel. 
 
A church of New Covenant believers – came into existence because Paul took the 
gospel to them. 
 
So, how could that church ever say – show us your credentials? 
 
In 2 Corinthians 12:11 Paul says:  
 

You ought to have commended me, since I am not in any way inferior to those 
“super-apostles,” even though I am nothing.  

 
You guys came to spiritual life because of my ministry – you should be commending 
me – not saying – show us letters to prove you can minister. 
 
What are we to make of this? 
 
There are certainly some who are in ministry for the wrong reasons. They live pretty 
good lives, are too interested in money, they preach a socially acceptable gospel and 
they over-promise for this life. 
 
They often have large ministries – but the fruit doesn’t last. Suffering comes to all and 
health and wealth teaching does not handle the turbulence of life. 
 
But, I do think most pastors and ministry workers in this world are the real deal. 
 
If you have a shred of Bible in your ministry – you can’t go into it for the money – and 
I can tell you the world does not see it as a respectable calling – they see us as 
preaching intolerance, bigotry and the patriarchy. 
 
So, I think most do make sacrifices to share Christ. 
 
I trust that they preach Christ crucified. That they tell the truth that this is a fallen world 
– and it won’t get better. Our hope is in the world to come. 
 
And to get to this world you have to please God. 
 
But, none of us can please God – so Christ came – He did please God – and when 
we trust Him – His Spirit comes to live in us and bestows on us the righteousness of 
Christ. 
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God looks at us – sees Christ – and is pleased. 
 
The Spirit also puts our sins and failings on Christ and He paid for every last one at 
the cross. 
 
This is the gospel. And only the Spirit can use a message like this to bring the dead to 
life. 
 
But, I remind you that while Paul is primarily defending his ministry – this role of being 
emissaries is not just for pastors. In the coming chapters he makes that clear. 
 
Never forget – we believe in the priesthood of all believers. 
 
Sharing the gospel is the ministry of every last one of us. 
 
By choosing Christ we have chosen to die to self – to make sacrifices – to join the 
scum at the end of the procession heading to death. 
 
We know none of us are adequate to save anyone – but we most certainly are 
adequate to be emissaries – servants – who share the gospel of Christ and Him 
crucified. 
 
We choose to share this gospel even knowing that to most it is an aroma of death. 
 
But we know that we will also have the immense privilege of seeing the dead come to 
life – and this is a calling for every single one of us. 
 
And seeing this is worth any sacrifice. 
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The Credentials Of Death 
2 Corinthians 2:12-3:6  July 31, 2022 

 
Main Point:  
 

If a man: 
 

chooses to die to self 
preaches death 
and the dead come to life 
 

those are good reasons to believe he is a true servant of God 
 
 
General Questions: 
 
1. Why would ‘death’ be a mark to look for in a minister of God? 
 
2. Why is dying to self so necessary to be in ministry? 
 
3. Why would Paul find the daily pressure of concern for the churches such a huge 

weight in his ministry? 
 

4. What is the picture we are meant to grasp of Christ’s triumphal procession? 
 

5. Who does Paul picture himself as in this procession? – see 1 Corinthians 4:9–13. 
 

6. Who did the super apostles align with? – see 1 Corinthians 4:8. 
 

7. How does Christ invert all our expectations in terms of life and death? 
 

8. In what way are we an aroma of life and an aroma of death? 
 

9. When Paul asks – Who is adequate for these things? Do you think he expects a 
positive or negative answer – or both? Explain. 

 
10. In what ways can you market the gospel? 

 
11. In what ways can you preach the gospel for profit? 

 
12. Why does the true gospel have an aroma of death? Can we expect this to save 

people? Why or why not? 
 
13. What is the difference between selling the gospel and being an emissary who 

presents the gospel? 
 

14. What are the differences between the Old and New Covenants? 
 

15. What does it mean – For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life? 
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16. What is the role of the Holy Spirit under the New Covenant? 

 
17. Why is a covenant that leads to life evidence Paul was a minister under the New 

Covenant? 
 

18. In what ways are we all ministers of the New Covenant? 
 
 
 
Application Questions: 
 
1. Do you see pastoral ministry as a profession or a devotion? 

 
2. In what ways have you died to self and joined the prisoners condemned to die? 

 
3. Do you present the gospel accurately or do you tend to water it down a bit and 

make it more palatable? 
 
4. Why do you think the world reacted so negatively to the Manly Pride jersey this 

week? 
 

5. In what ways have you seen churches alter the gospel to make it smell better – be 
more palatable to the world? 

 
6. What advantages do we have in evangelism over Moses? 
 
 
 


