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they compose the Divine work of Yeshua, “the result of our {Paul and his associates’} 
ministry” (NIV), transcribed onto the redeemed hearts of flesh as promised to be given to 
those reconciled to the God of Israel. Mark A. Seifrid is correct in his conclusion, of how Paul 
“alludes to the Jeremianic promise of a new covenant, as is clear in his characterization of 
the work of the Spirit as a writing upon the human heart (Jer 31:31-34). [Paul] goes on to 
define apostolic ministry in precisely this way.”21 Seifrid’s further conclusion, however, is, 
“Yet in contrast to Jer 31:33, Paul does not speak of the Law being written on the heart. It is 
Christ, the Law’s goal (telos), who is written there (v. 13; cf. Rom 10:4).”22 While none of us 
should be caught downplaying the sacrifice of Yeshua or the centrality of His work—Seifrid 
is one who explicitly denies, here at least, that God’s Instruction in the Torah of Moses is to 
be written onto the hearts of the redeemed, and concludes that Paul’s teaching stands in 
some contradiction to the details of Jeremiah 31:31-34. Yet, the Apostle Paul himself in 
Romans 8:3-4 would explain what a letter or an epistle of the Messiah is—the work to be 
brought about the good news: 

 
“For what was impossible for the Torah—since it was weakened on account of the 
flesh—God has done. Sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as a sin 
offering, He condemned sin in the flesh—so that the requirement of the Torah might be 
fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Ruach” (TLV). 
 
The work of the Messiah involves Yeshua offering Himself as a sacrifice for the 

transgressions all people have committed by violating the Father’s Instruction (cf. Isaiah 
24:5). Not only is permanent atonement provided and permanent forgiveness available—
but the ability to live forth the requirements of the Torah as promised in the New Covenant is 
imparted. 
 

 
4 Such confidence we have through Messiah toward God. 5 Not that we are 
adequate in ourselves to consider anything as coming from ourselves, but our 
adequacy is from God, 6 who also made us adequate as servants of a new 
covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives 
life. 
 
3:4 The confidence of all Believers has to be something placed into a Divine sphere of 

operation, and not a human sphere. The Corinthians’ confidence can only come through the 
Messiah, as the operative power of gospel in their lives has enacted the spiritual realities of 
the New Covenant (v. 3). Likewise, such activity manifested is because Paul and his 
associates have ministered and served the Corinthians. The NLT offers the slight 
paraphrase, “We are confident of all this because of our great trust in God through Christ.” 

 
21 Seifrid, 116. 
22 Ibid., 117. 
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But while v. 4 might suggest that the confidence of Believers—both of the Corinthians and 
of Paul and his colleagues—is due to the Messiah’s activity, the statement of v. 4 is especially 
used to highlight Paul’s own absolute reliance on the Lord in all of his activities. To the 
extent that these remarks have been made to contrast Paul to any detractors in Corinth—
and detractors who would possibly invoke their Jewish background as a means to disparage 
Paul (11:22-23)—is something that has surely been indicated by commentators. In the 
estimation of Barnett, 

“Paul wishes to establish that his ‘confidence toward God’ is ‘through Christ.’ Possibly 
this manner of expression also implies the former Pharisee-persecutor’s total inner 
conversion. Whereas once his ‘confidence’ toward God was on his own account (Phil 3:4-6; 
cf. Gal 1:13-14), now it is ‘through Christ,’ as he loses no opportunity to testify.”23 

Thankfully, Barnett is a commentator who is seen to laud the effects of the New 
Covenant in writing the principles of God’s Torah onto a redeemed heart and mind, but he is 
likely too affected by customary, negative views of Paul’s Jewishness. It is to be recognized 
that Paul was a Jewish Believer who had to go through a shift in his own spirituality, as his 
own Jewish pedigree was regarded as “refuse” (Philippians 3:8, RSV), compared to what 
Yeshua had accomplished in his life. Not all Jewish Believers in the First Century had 
gone through such an ideological shift. Unfortunately, too many Christian examiners think 
that Paul gave up on the basic tenets of Pharisaism when coming to Messiah faith, which he 
did not. What Paul absolutely gave up on, is correctly acknowledged to be a total self-
confidence in his human pedigree and abilities, when true confidence must come by the 
operative power of the New Covenant in Yeshua. Paul recognized the proper place of his 
inherited Jewish theological and spiritual training, when he could declare before the 
Sanhedrin, “Brethren, I am a Pharisee, a son of Pharisees; I am on trial for the hope and 
resurrection of the dead!” (Acts 23:6), as the Sadducees quantitatively denied the 
resurrection.24 

3:5 Paul stresses to the Corinthians the total reliance of himself and his ministry 
confidants, upon the Divine activity of God: “Not that we are competent in ourselves to 
claim anything for ourselves, but our competence comes from God” (NIV). On one level Paul 
can appropriately speak of hē hikanotēs hēmōn, “our adequacy” (NASU) or “our sufficiency” 
(ESV)—but such is a confidence that originates from God working through Paul, not Paul 
working entirely by himself and on his own. The term hikanos, “sufficiency, fitness” (LS),25 is 
notably used to contrast the limitations of human beings, with the grand power of God, in 
the Septuagint version of Joel 2:11: 

“The Lord shall give forth his voice before his force, because exceedingly large is his 
encampment, because strong are the actions of his words. For great is the day of the Lord, 

 
23 Barnett, 172. 
24 For a further discussion, consult the author’s article “You Want to be a Pharisee,” appearing in the 

Messianic Torah Helper by Messianic Apologetics. 
25 LS, 378. 



2 CORINTHIANS 3 

- 79 - 

great and exceedingly remarkable, and who shall be sufficient for it [kai tis estai hikanos autē; 
Heb. MT u’mi yekilennu; ‘and who can endure it,’ NASU]?” (NETS). 

Ralph P. Martin draws out some of the linguistic points that can be made, notably as 
God being “sufficient” or hikanos, is often the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew shaddai: 

“So in the divine presence ([pros ton Theon], v 4) man as a human being is acutely aware 
of his frailty and finitude, and the appropriate attitude is humility, since man is only a mere 
mortal, while God is the ‘self-sufficient one’ (Heb. ‘el Shaddai…, šadday, LXX [ho hikanos] in 
Ruth 1:20; Job 21:15; 31:2; 40:2; and Ezek 1:24[A]...).”26 

Guthrie draws out how Paul’s statement, of him only being sufficient through God, is 
something that should be associated with Moses’ response to God, when he encountered 
Him at the burning bush (Exodus 3:11; 4:10). As he observes, “it may be that Paul’s statement 
here, that he is ‘unqualified’ in and of himself, serves as an allusion to the call and ministry 
of Moses...God makes the inadequate to be adequate, the unqualified to be qualified, the 
incompetent to be competent, and this pattern dominates as one considers the call of other 
great leaders throughout redemptive history.”27 While Paul will have some statements to 
make about “the ministry of death” (v. 7) or “condemnation” (v. 9a) first serviced by Moses, 
Paul likely associating himself with Moses—as both figures had to rely steadfastly on God—
should not at all be taken as meaning that Paul is denigrating Moses. Both Moses and Paul 
have had to serve God, completely reliant upon Him, at important stages in His plan for 
human history. 

3:6a While thematically the Tanach promises of the New Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; 
Ezekiel 36:25-27) are detected in v. 3 previously, in v. 6a Paul explicitly tells the Corinthians, 
“[God] has made us competent as ministers of a new covenant” (NIV). The statement of 
importance, per the Divine activity manifested through Paul’s service, is hos kai hikanōsen 
hēmas diakonous kainēs diathēkēs, “who also made us competent [as] ministers of a new 
covenant” (Brown and Comfort).28 A number of statements do appear in v. 6, as they regard 
the function of God’s Torah or Law toward the unsaved or unredeemed, and also as they 
regard the function of the Holy Spirit in association with the expectations of the New 
Covenant. 

Paul first says in v. 6 that God “made us adequate as servants of a new covenant.” What 
is this New Covenant? Various commentators, just as with v. 3, do fairly conclude that the 
contents of Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 36:25-27, play some role in what Paul is invoking 
here with the ministry service with which God has commissioned him. Guthrie describes, 
“The reference to the ‘new covenant’ has as its backdrop Jer. 31:31-34 (38:31-34 LXX)...That 
covenant would involve knowing the Lord, the internalization of the laws of God, and the 
decisive forgiveness of sin, realized in the new-covenant sacrifice of Christ on the cross 

 
26 Martin, 53. 
27 Guthrie, 2 Corinthians, pp 195-196. 
28 Brown and Comfort, 628. 
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(Heb. 8:7-10:18)...and Paul’s ministry proclaims that same covenant.”29 This summary is to 
be appreciated, because many readers think that the New Covenant only and exclusively 
involves Yeshua’s word, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My 
blood” (Luke 22:20). 

A dispensationalist like David K. Lowery draws the conclusion that what are 
considered to be the spiritual aspects of the New Covenant, per passages like Hebrews 8:7-
13, are applicable to non-Jewish Believers—but that further aspects of the New Covenant, 
witnessed within Jeremiah 31 or Ezekiel 36, are not applicable. As he concludes, 

“It was inaugurated by Christ in His sacrifice on the cross (Luke 22:20), and is entered 
into by faith (Phil 3:9) and lived out in dependence on the Spirit (Rom. 7:6; 8:4). (However, 
the physical and national aspects of the New Covenant which pertain to Israel have not been 
appropriated to the church. Those are yet to be fulfilled in the millennium. The church 
today shares in the soteriological aspects of that covenant, established by Christ’s blood for 
all believers [cf. Heb. 8:7-13]).”30 

People in today’s Messianic community, who would adhere to a bilateral ecclesiology of 
the Commonwealth of Israel composed of two sub-peoples of God, Israel proper and “the 
Church,” would likely agree with some form of what Lowery has stated. Those who would 
adhere to an “enlarged Kingdom realm of Israel” view of ecclesiology, such as this writer—
where a restored Twelve Tribes of Israel has expanded borders to welcome in the righteous 
from the nations (cf. Amos 9:11-12; Acts 15:15-18)—are likely to conclude something similar. 
In this framework, all of God’s people are participants in Israel’s restoration, with all of the 
redeemed in Messiah regarded as members of Israel’s Kingdom or Commonwealth 
(Ephesians 2:11-13; 3:6), but with not all participating in a return to tribal territories in the 
Promised Land, even though all will be ruled by Israel’s Messiah.31 The key aspects of the 
New Covenant, in which all participate, are the promises of a new heart, forgiveness from 
sins, and a supernatural transcription of God’s Instruction onto the redeemed psyche (cf. 
Titus 2:14). 

Hafemann, stating that textually the Jeremiah and Ezekiel prophecies must be factored 
into recognizing what Paul is actually saying in v. 6, comes to a conclusion that is not too 
common among Christian layreaders. Not only does Hafemann directly associate Paul’s 
speaking of the work of the Spirit with these Tanach prophecies, but that the work of the 
Spirit is to produce a proper obedience to God’s Torah. Hafemann astutely concludes, 

“Once Ezekiel 36:25-26 and Jeremiah 31:31-34 are seen to be the keys to Paul’s thinking 
in 2 Corinthians 3:6, the meaning of the letter/Spirit contrast becomes readily apparent. The 
passages from Ezekiel supply Paul’s references to the work of the Spirit in 3:3b, while the 
Jeremiah passage provides the focus on the new obedience to the law in 3:6. Within the 

 
29 Guthrie, 2 Corinthians, 197; also Harris, 271. 
30 David K. Lowery “2 Corinthians,” in John F. Walvoord and Roy B. Zuck, eds., The Bible Knowledge 

Commentary: New Testament (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983), pp 560-561. 
31 If necessary, do review the author’s publication Are Non-Jewish Believers Really a Part of Israel? 
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framework created by these two texts, Paul’s role as a servant of the new covenant involves 
mediating the Spirit, which in turn brings about the transformation of the ‘heart’ that 
makes obedience to the law possible.”32 

While today’s Messianic people might have some difference of approach with the 
details of what this means, as seen in Hafemann’s commentary, we can be in broad 
agreement that the prophesied New Covenant includes a supernatural compulsion to obey 
the Torah. 

Seifrid is a commentator who properly recognizes that some Tanach expectations play a 
role in Paul saying that he is a minister of the New Covenant. In his view, “The new 
covenant will be different from the covenant made at Sinai, which Israel broke. The Lord 
will place his Law within them and shall write it on their heart (Jer 31:33). They will thus 
belong to him as his people, and he will belong to them as their God (Jer 31:33; cf. Ezek 
11:20).”33 We can be in essential agreement with this, but we cannot be in agreement with 
Seifrid’s dismissal of the details of Jeremiah 31 and Ezekiel 36. Instead of these Prophets’ 
declaring that God’s Torah will be transcribed onto the hearts of his people, Seifrid actually 
says, “No longer will there be any need for anyone to admonish and instruct one another. 
The written Law, the very purpose of which is to provide the basis of instruction, no longer 
shall be necessary (cf. Exod 24:12). All shall know the Lord and obey him with the 
spontaneity that marks true obedience (Jer 31:34).”34 Rather than the principles of God’s 
Instruction actually being transcribed onto a redeemed heart and mind—as Jeremiah 31:33 
and Ezekiel 36:27 explicitly declare—Seifrid only thinks that some “spontaneity” in 
obedience is all that will be manifest. 

It is to be fairly witnessed, given Paul’s specific reference to the “new covenant” in v. 6, 
how various commentators and examiners have not just properly associated this with 
Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 36:25-27—but that these prophecies include more than just 
permanent forgiveness and an intimate knowing of God. The work of the Spirit is to also 
produce obedience. It is witnessed how some indeed associate, and thankfully so, such 
obedience with the commandments of God in the Torah. Others, however, may stress that 
some kind of vague “principles” are to be written onto a redeemed heart. 

Harris is one, for example, who says, “For Paul, the law of Christ (Gal. 6:2), engraved on 
the hearts of believers by the life-giving Spirit, was the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy 
that under the new covenant God would write his law on the hearts of his people (Jer. 
31:33).”35 Today’s Messianic people would widely conclude that the Galatians 6:2 “law of 
Christ” (ton nomon tou Christou) involves “the Torah's true meaning, which the Messiah 
upholds (CJB). Many Christian examiners instead conclude that the “law of Christ” mainly 
involves the Messiah’s teachings in His Sermon on the Mount. Yet, the Sermon on the 

 
32 Hafemann, 132. 
33 Seifrid, 121. 
34 Ibid., pp 121-122. 
35 Harris, 274. 
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Mount is predicated on the continued validity of Moses’ Teaching (Matthew 5:17-19), and 
summarizes the Torah as upheld in Yeshua’s ministry and example for living. That the 
work of the New Covenant is to involve an emulation of Yeshua’s Torah obedience, 
cannot be denied. 

Past Protestant exegetes may have concluded that the instructions written on the 
heart, per the involvement of Jeremiah 31:31-34 and Ezekiel 36:25-27, would have involved 
the so-called “moral law” of the Torah. While sub-dividing the Torah’s Instruction into the 
so-called civil law, ceremonial law, and moral law might seem a bit artificially contrived—
an artificially contrived “moral law” would still compose the majority of the Torah’s code of 
conduct.36 Having the so-called “moral law” written onto the heart and mind, is a much 
better option to consider, than some vague principles of “spontanteous obedience.” 

Evangelical Christianity, in the early decades of the Twenty-First Century, has been 
significantly and lamentably suffering, from dismissing the Torah’s Instruction and the 
witness of the Tanach Scriptures. And sadly, when it is encountered from Jeremiah 31:31-34 
and Ezekiel 36:25-27, that the New Covenant does not just involve a forgiveness from sins 
but also the provision to follow God’s Law, it is witnessed how some theologians will just flat 
dismiss the Biblical text. 

3:6b The New Covenant that Paul ministers forth is stated by him to be ou grammatos 
alla pneumatos, “not of the letter but of the Spirit,” inappropriately taken by some versions 
to be “not in a written code but in the Spirit” (RSV), reflecting an inappropriate value 
judgment of the letter equating to God’s actual commandments. Similar terminology, 
explicitly stating what the relationship of born again Believers is to the Torah, is employed 
by Paul in Romans 7:6: “But now we have been released from the Law, having died to that by 
which we were bound, so that we serve in newness of the Spirit and not in oldness of the 
letter [en kainotēti pneumatos kai ou palaiotēti grammatos].” The letter as depicted here is a 
negative force that has needed to give way to the activity of the Holy Spirit in the lives of the 
redeemed. The point should be made that the absolute letter of the Law will kill someone, as 
the Torah frequently prescribes a death penalty to those who violate its most serious 
commandments. 

Colin Kruse concludes that a proper obedience to God is a part of the ministry of the 
New Covenant, and that Paul’s words here are actually aimed against an improper usage of 
the Torah: 

“The answer seems to be that...[the law] kills when it is used improperly, i.e. as a set of 
rules to be observed in order to establish one’s own righteousness...To use the law in this 
way inevitably leads to death, for no-one can satisfy its demands and therefore all come 
under its condemnation...However, the ministry of the Spirit is quite different. It is a 
ministry of the new covenant under which sins are forgiven and remembered no more, and 

 
36 Consult the FAQ, “Torah, moral and ceremonial law” and “Torah, division of commandments.” 
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people are motivated and enabled by the Spirit to do what the improper application of the 
law could never achieve (cf. Je. 31:31-34; Ezk. 36:25-27; Rom. 8:3-4).”37 

Barnett, specifically invoking the expectations of Ezekiel 36:26-27—“Moreover, I will 
give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you; and I will remove the heart of stone 
from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you 
to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances”—does not just 
focus on the New Covenant providing a new heart to God’s people, but also that God’s Spirit 
will enable them to obey: 

“The new covenant, as prophesied by Jeremiah, will replace the outward imposition of 
the Law on a people of rebellious heart. Rather…the Law of God will be in the hearts and 
minds of a forgiven people, who from least to greatest, will ‘know the LORD’ (Jer 31:33-
34)....The oracle of Ezekiel...so similar to that of Jeremiah—explains what Paul has in mind 
when he writes ‘for the letter kills.’ ‘The letter’ comes to a people whose hearts are ‘stone,’ 
that is, dead, unable to ‘follow’ God’s ‘decrees’ or ‘keep’ his ‘laws.’ Thus ‘the ministry [of the 
letter]’ is a ‘ministry of death’ and a ‘ministry of condemnation’ (vv. 7, 9). By contrast, ‘but 
the Spirit gives life’ is—to use Ezekiel’s words—a replacement of hearts of stone with hearts 
of flesh, God’s own Spirit within the people moving them ‘to follow [his] decrees.’”38 

Indeed, while popular Christian preaching on the New Covenant might be quite keen to 
stress discontinuity with the Torah—the Biblical expectations of the New Covenant are in 
continuity with the Torah. Rather than the letter of the Law being employed to condemn 
those in disobedience, the New Covenant of the Spirit is to provide a new heart of obedience 
(cf. Romans 8:3-4). 
 

 
7 But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, came with glory, so 
that the sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because of the 
glory of his face, fading as it was, 8 how will the ministry of the Spirit fail to be 
even more with glory? 9 For if the ministry of condemnation has glory, much 
more does the ministry of righteousness abound in glory. 10 For indeed what had 
glory, in this case has no glory because of the glory that surpasses it. 11 For if that 
which fades away was with glory, much more that which remains is in glory. 
 
3:7-11 What Paul speaks of in vs. 7-11 is contextually him comparing and contrasting 

“the ministry of death” (v. 7) or “condemnation” (v. 9a), with “the ministry of the Spirit” (v. 
8) or “righteousness” (v. 9b). As will be seen, various examiners conclude that God’s Torah 
or Law is being contrasted with God’s Spirit. It is widely concluded that the Torah was given for 
condemnation, and the Spirit was given for life. This is not a conclusion which is sustainable, 
when the Tanach background of the New Covenant is consciously considered (Jeremiah 

 
37 Kruse, pp 92-93. 
38 Barnett, pp 176-177. 
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31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). Two different ministries, or modes of operation, as they involve 
God’s Torah in the life of an unredeemed person or a redeemed person, are instead what is 
intended here. These modes of operation need to be understood in the context of salvation 
history, as for a figure like the Apostle Paul, the era of New Covenant has arrived via the 
death, burial, and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah. The New Covenant is to be personally 
enacted in an individual’s life by receiving Him and the forgiveness provided in Him. But 
without this an operative reality, then people are subject to the previous powers of death 
and condemnation, and no decisive atonement for their disobedience to God’s Torah or Law 
can be enacted. 

3:7 V. 7a first notes the presence of hē diakonia tou thanatou en grammasin entetupōmenē 
lithois, “the ministry – of death in letters having been engraved in stones” (Brown and 
Comfort).39 This is to be fairly recognized as the Ten Commandments engraved on stone 
tablets, which while denoting firmness and durability, can also be taken as representing 
rigidity and strictness. Only remaining engraved on stone tablets, all God’s Law could largely 
be used for would be as a ministry of condemnation. When violated, strict penalties—not 
infrequently capital penalties—would be realized for commandment breakers. 

Even when formally delivered to Ancient Israel, the Torah operative via a “ministry of 
death,” is something which Paul testifies egenēthē en doxē, as it “came in glory” (YLT) or 
“came with such splendor” (RSV). When the Ten Commandments were delivered to Ancient 
Israel, they surely were given via the awesome presence of God’s glory that was reflected 
from Moses as His agent to the people. Exodus 34:29-32 records that God’s glory was 
radiating off of the face of Moses, making it difficult for the Israelites to look at him: 

“It came about when Moses was coming down from Mount Sinai (and the two tablets of 
the testimony were in Moses' hand as he was coming down from the mountain), that Moses 
did not know that the skin of his face shone because of his speaking with Him. So when 
Aaron and all the sons of Israel saw Moses, behold, the skin of his face shone, and they were 
afraid to come near him. Then Moses called to them, and Aaron and all the rulers in the 
congregation returned to him; and Moses spoke to them. Afterward all the sons of Israel 
came near, and he commanded them to do everything that the LORD had spoken to him on 
Mount Sinai.” 

When the Ancient Israelites were given the commandments at Mount Sinai, all the 
people could do was be afraid, recognizing that if these statutes were violated, it could be 
their death—as high penalties are frequently detailed throughout the Pentateuch to those 
who violate its most severe commandments, especially the Ten Words. But is it the Ten 
Commandments or Ten Words, the Torah’s commandments themselves, that compose “the 
ministry of death”? Or is it instead the operative principle that when commandments were 
violated that “the ministry of death” then became operable? That various theologians have 
had difficulty processing Paul’s statements—or are just confused about how to approach his 

 
39 Brown and Comfort, 628. 
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statements—is easy to witness. More commentators than not associate “the ministry of 
death” with the Torah itself, rather than the operative “ministry of death” being the 
consequence of Torah violation. As is represented by Martin, 

“It is clear that Paul found no fault with Torah, the law itself (Rom 7:12, 14), but he 
knew from his own experience that the law set a high standard which it beckoned a person 
to attain, yet it provided no power to achieve the goal. The trouble lay with ‘man’ as [sarx] 
(‘flesh’); so human frailty and proneness to evil allowed the [sarx] to turn the law of God 
(which God intended as good) into a death-dealing instrument (Rom 7:13)....[T]he law 
produces ‘a [diakonia] (an administration) that leads to death.’”40 

Guthrie makes various statements of accuracy and inaccuracy here: 
“At the giving of the law, anyone who crossed the boundaries of the mountain died 

(Exod. 19:12), and death was the punishment for a wide variety of transgressions (e.g., Exod. 
21:12, 14-17, 28-29; 22:2, 19; 31:14-15). Theologically, Paul holds that the old covenant and its 
law, by their very nature, were associated with death.”41 

It is to be recognized that within the Torah, various commandments when violated can 
see the violator(s) executed. But to argue that the Torah was given to facilitate death, is like 
saying that the Sixth Commandment (Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17) which prohibits 
murder and is designed to prevent death, was actually given to cause death. Leviticus 18:5 
indicates that the Torah was given to Ancient Israel to promote a culture of life and blessing: 
“So you shall keep My statutes and My judgments, by which a man may live if he does them; 
I am the LORD.”42 Kruse fairly indicates, “Although Leviticus 18:5 may promise life to those 
who keep the law, Paul knew that no-one does so in fact, and that the law can only 
pronounce the verdict of death over the transgressor.”43 And for the purposes of v. 7, the 
ministry of condemnation is delivered on tablets of stone, whereas the work of the Spirit is 
to be manifested on tablets of human hearts (v. 3). 

The ministry of death, while being something which was originally delivered to the 
Ancient Israelites, by Moses, in glory, is stated by Paul to have had a glory that was “fading.” 
There is controversy over how to render the clause autou tēn katargoumenēn, which the 
Brown and Comfort interlinear has as, “the[glory] [which] is fading.”44 The key verb of note 
is katargeō, which BDAG defines with both “to cause someth. to lose its power or 
effectiveness, invalidate, make powerless,” and “to cause someth. to come to an end or 
to be no longer in existence, abolish, wipe out, set aside.”45 The clause autou tēn 
katargoumenēn is invariably translated with: “was to be done away” (KJV); “was passing 

 
40 Martin, 61; Garland, 171 has a much more negative approach. 
41 Guthrie, 2 Corinthians, 207; Seifrid, 151 has a much more negative approach. 
42 Consult the FAQ, “Leviticus 18:5,” for a discussion about how this verse promises a high quality of life 

when God’s commandments are observed, not eternal life resultant of obedience to God’s commandments. 
43 Kruse, 95. 
44 Brown and Comfort, 628. 
45 BDAG, 525. 
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away” (NKJV); “fading as this was” (RSV); “transitory though it was” (TNIV); “which was 
being brought to an end” (ESV); “now set aside” (NRSV). 

“Fading” is probably the best way to render katargeō in association with the shining 
glory that was on Moses’ face, to be contrasted to the greater glory in “the ministry of the 
Spirit” (v. 8). As F.F. Bruce usefully interjects, “The fading of the glory on Moses’ face is 
inferred from Exod. 34.33f., which is interpreted here as meaning that his face was ‘re-
charged’ with glory every time he went into the presence of Yahweh in the ‘tent of 
meeting’.”46 And here, what is is view is “the ministry of death,” the letter of the Torah or 
Law as transcribed onto dead, lifeless stones, which would widely be administered as a 
means of issuing punishment upon Law breakers. The Torah’s code of conduct, as principles 
to be followed by the redeemed and written onto their hearts by the Spirit (v. 8), is not in 
view. 

3:8 If a prior, operative ministry of condemnation came in glory (v. 7), then Paul asks 
the Corinthians, pōs ochi mallon hē diakonia tou pneumatos estai en doxē, “how much rather 
the ministry of the Spirit will be in glory” (LITV), or “will not the ministry of the Spirit be 
even more glorious?” (NIV). The Apostle Paul, as a minister of the New Covenant (v. 6), is 
one who has seen this ministry of the Spirit be facilitated through his declaration of the 
good news of Yeshua, the permanent forgiveness from sins available through Him, and the 
unique indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit to change lives. Paul is clear that if a prior, 
operative ministry of death (v. 7)—a condition where there is no final resolution for human 
sin to be appropriated—came with glory, then the operative ministry of righteousness in 
Messiah Yeshua with a final resolution for human sin should be recognized to have even 
more glory. 

The challenge for many Christian readers of v. 8, is likely not in recognizing that only 
those who are born again benefit from “the ministry of the Spirit,” with the unsaved liable 
to “the ministry of death” (v. 7). The challenge for many Christian readers is in failing to 
recognize that “the ministry of the Spirit,” with the Tanach background of the New 
Covenant properly factored in, indeed involves a supernatural compulsion to obey God’s 
commandments in the Torah. Kruse astutely concludes, “Unlike the law carved in letters on 
stone, which could not enable a person to fulfil its own demands, the Spirit given [according 
to] the new covenant actually causes people to walk in the way of God’s commandments (cf. 
Ezk. 36:27; Rom. 8:3-4).”47 

Given the fact that the Tanach’s own New Covenant promise (Jeremiah 31:31-34; 
Ezekiel 36:25-27) includes the explicit stipulation that the Torah is to be written onto the 
hearts of God’s people, we cannot see any disparagement of the Torah’s instruction or 
commandments here. Rather, it needs to be properly recognized how vs. 7-8 include a 

 
46 Bruce, 191. 
47 Kruse, 95. 
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comparison and contrast between a previous function of the Torah to the unredeemed, and 
an intended current function of the Torah to the redeemed. 

3:9 In V. 9, The Apostle Paul contrasts tē diakonia tēs katakriseōs, “the ministry of 
condemnation” with hē diakonia tēs dikaiosunēs or “the ministry of righteousness.” He 
asserts, “For if there is glory in the ministry of condemnation, the ministry of righteousness 
overflows even more in glory” (TLV). Contextually, when the details of the New Covenant as 
prophesied in the Tanach are weighed into Paul’s statement, then what he labels as “the 
ministry of condemnation” is to be regarded as the Torah’s stipulations of penalties, not 
what Paul will later describe how “the Law is holy, and the commandment is holy and 
righteous and good” (Romans 7:12). It cannot be avoided how various commentators, 
though, have considered “the ministry of condemnation” to be the widescale enterprise of 
the Torah as a whole. Statements of accuracy and inaccuracy are witnessed in the words of 
Guthrie: 

“[T]hat covenant...came with a host of laws that were attended by penalties, and the 
Israelites experienced those penalties...Paul understood the law of that covenant as deadly 
(3:6), given in the context of a ministry of death (3:7).”48 

Noted by Guthrie is Exodus 35:2, which specified capital punishment to those who 
violated the Sabbath: “For six days work may be done, but on the seventh day you shall have 
a holy day, a sabbath of complete rest to the LORD; whoever does any work on it shall be put 
to death.” From the perspective where “the ministry of condemnation” is the Torah or 
Pentateuch on the whole, its commandments can only bring death. It is insufficient, for 
many contemporary Christians, for the penalties for sins such as Sabbath violation to be 
absorbed by the Messiah in His death, but for the Sabbath to be kept as a commandment 
written on the heart by God’s Spirit; for many contemporary Christians, the institution like 
the Sabbath itself is a problem and has to be abolished.49 Yet, in Romans 7:11, 13, it is the 
presence of sin which causes people to break God’s commandments, and sin originates in a 
cold, stony heart, and where the most God’s commandments can often do is condemn people 
for their rebellion. 

No honest Bible reader can deny that the New Covenant “ministry of 
righteousness” is superior to the “ministry of condemnation.” But where too many 
examiners fail to deliver, is in recognizing how “the ministry of condemnation” is a mode of 
operation. God’s Instruction is to be supernaturally transcribed onto the hearts of His people 
via “the ministry of righteousness.” 

 
48 Guthrie, 2 Corinthians, 213. 
49 The mentioning of an institution such as the seventh-day Sabbath or Shabbat is especially poignant, 

given how Isaiah 66:23 speaks of the worldwide observance of the Sabbath during the Messiah’s Millennial 
reign. 

For a further evaluation of this, and many other passages, consult the Messianic Sabbath Helper by 
Messianic Apologetics. 
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“The ministry of condemnation” is something which was originally serviced by a figure 
such as Moses, who when being given the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai, for certain, 
had to deal with a people of Ancient Israel who were widely obstinate in their obedience. 
Many did not want to obey God’s holy commandments, and so they found themselves condemned 
and liable to punishment. When Paul discusses “the ministry of condemnation,” is he at all 
negative toward Moses, or is Moses mainly used as a reference point? Witherington, who is 
not at all favorable to any post-resurrection era validity to the Torah, makes the surprising 
observation, 

“Paul’s comparison of his ministry with that of Moses is mainly positive. His argument 
is in essence that one good thing is simply eclipsed by something better. But when he 
compares his ministry to that of the opponents and looks at the expectations of some of the 
Corinthians, then he resorts to parody, irony, and sarcasm...”50 

Craig S. Keener mentions something that Torah-positive Messianic people should 
greatly appreciate. He states that “At the giving of the law from Sinai, Moses’s experience 
with God rather than Israel’s violation of it (and inability to endure Moses’s experience) 
modeled what new covenant life would be like (2 Cor 3:7-18; cf. Ex 32-34).”51 Indeed, as is 
detailed, Moses had to shield himself with a veil (v. 13), because the Israelites were unable to 
see God’s glory radiating off of his face. Those who are in the Messiah, and beneficiaries of 
the New Covenant, have no veil blocking themselves from God (v. 16). 

3:10 Given the transformative power of “the “ministry of the Spirit (v. 8) or “the 
ministry of righteousness” (v. 9b), which supplies a permanent atonement for and 
permanent forgiveness from sins, it is not a surprise for a figure like Paul to conclude, “For 
even what was glorious is not glorious in comparison to the glory that surpasses it” (TLV). 
Ultimately, in view of what the New Covenant provides in terms of reconciliation and the 
Holy Spirit writing God’s Instruction onto a transformed person—there is no glory in seeing 
people condemned to death and ultimately exiled from God’s presence, if not repentant. 

3:11 Contrasting the surpassing greatness of “the ministry of the Spirit” (v. 6) or 
“ministry of righteousness (v. 9b), with “the ministry of death” (v. 7) or “the ministry of 
condemnation” (v. 9a), Paul says, “For if that which fades away was with glory, much more 
that which remains is in glory.” Recognizing the presence of glory that was radiating off of 
Moses’ face (v. 6), the present passive participle katargoumenon is best rendered as “is fading 
away.” Perspective issues are to surely be weighed, though, as this involves what is fading 
away, and what continues on. At the very least, it is to be recognized for a First Century 
audience still likely working through some of the details of new spiritual realities, that if the 
ministry of condemnation, which at best could be engraved onto lifeless albeit durable 
stone, had glory and Divine origins—then the ministry of the Spirit surely has glory as it has 
the same Divine origins. More to the point of what Paul communicates, the New Covenant of 

 
50 Witherington, 376. 
51 Keener, 168. 
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which he is a minister, is something which has a permanence to it, which the previous 
ministry of condemnation does not have. Harris is broadly correct in his assessment, 

“The old covenant and its ministry belonged to a vanishing order, an economy that 
began to fade immediately after its inception, as was typified by the divine glory reflected 
on Moses’ face—a glory that began to fade as soon as he left the divine presence. On the 
other hand, the new covenant and its ministry began in splendor and will always be 
invested with glory...for it constitutes God’s final word to humankind.”52 

It is entirely proper to acknowledge how in the post-resurrection era, Yeshua the 
Messiah’s sacrifice for sinful humans has nullified the ministry of condemnation—He has 
“canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us...having nailed it to the 
cross” (Colossians 2:14)—inaugurating the New Covenant with its permanent atonement 
and forgiveness. But too frequently overlooked here is that what Paul actually describes as 
being “brought to an end” (ESV)—in contrast to something that is “permanent” (ESV)—is 
“the ministry of death” or “ministry of condemnation” (vs. 7, 9a). While the ministry of 
condemnation can be rendered inoperative in the era where people acknowledge how 
Yeshua’s sacrifice offers final atonement for sin, and the penalties of condemnation are 
remitted by Him (Colossians 2:14)—the standard of God’s holiness in the Torah is still 
with us. To equate the holy commandments of God’s Torah, as being “the ministry of 
condemnation,” would fail to remember how the New Covenant promises actually include 
the Law being supernaturally written on the heart by the Spirit. Kruse astutely observes, 

“It is important to recognize that Paul does not imply that the law itself was fading 
away. The law as the expression of the will of God for human conduct is still valid. In fact, 
Paul says the purpose of God in bringing in the new covenant of the Spirit was precisely that 
the righteous demands of the law might be fulfilled in those who walk by the Spirit (Rom. 
8:4).”53 

Keener also properly states how “The new covenant format of the law in the heart has 
surpassed the old covenant format on stones, but it was always God’s good life; cf. Rom 7:12-
14.”54 

In v. 11, Paul employs the verb katargeō, “to cause someth. to come to an end or to be 
no longer in existence” (BDAG),55 describing how the ministry of condemnation is no 
more: “if that which fades away [katargeō] was with glory...” It notably also appears in his 
assertion of Romans 3:31, where Paul asks, “Do we then overthrow [katargeō] the law by this 
faith? By no means! On the contrary, we uphold the law” (RSV). Born again Believers are 
very much called to recognize the importance of God’s Torah, but how we uphold its validity 
is by the new “ministry of righteousness” (v. 9b) brought about by the Messiah’s work and 
example left for us (Matthew 5:16-17ff). 

 
52 Harris, 291. 
53 Kruse, 96. 
54 Keener, 169. 
55 BDAG, 525. 
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