SPIRITUAL TRANSFORMATION IN 2 CORINTHIANS 3:15-18
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1. Contemporary discussion of 2 Corinthians 3:15-18
N.T. Wright has challenged some traditional expositions of the passage. His view is presented here as a
default position. This article seeks to complete his view and build on that view. There are literature and
cultural gaps between ancient culture and contemporary world. I try to overcome those gaps and define
Paul’s communicative goal. Finally the article is used to give biblical support to the Greater Grace
concepts of body life, personal evangelism and accurate teaching of the Bible.
The Holy Spirit acts in this short passage as a major figure and his work leads believers towards freedom
(PFG:7241 ; Wright, 2004a:36). Freedom is an important theme for Paul as his discussions of Galatians
4:1-12a and Romans 7-8 confirm. 2 Corinthians 3:15-18 completes and follows the same ‘from slavery
to freedom’ pattern that Paul presented in these passages.2
N.T. Wright (2004a:36) correctly insists based on 2 Corinthians 3:14 that the real problem of humanity
is “hard hearts of the people” which equals a hardened mind (PFG: 1226). The problem which caused
Moses to wear a veil in the first place was the state of heart of Israel (Wright, 2004a:36). The veil lies,
“not just over the law when it’s read, but over their actual hearts” (Wright, 2004a:37). According to N.T.
Wright (2004a:37) the veil is removed in the presence of the Lord. ”So, Paul takes Exodus 34:34
(‘whenever he turns back to the Lord, the veil is removed’)” and connects it to turning back towards
conversion or repentance. Then, the Holy Spirit “softens hearts and changes lives” (Wright, 2004a:38).
N.T. Wright views transformation as a natural consequence of the conversion if believers fulfil the
condition of spending time in the presence of the Lord. This view supports grace perspective which does
not see spiritual transformation as a necessary prove to show who is a true believer and who is a false
believer.
The glory of God in 2 Corinthians is Christ who lives in believers (PFG: 411). This conclusion has led
N.T. Wright (2004a:38; PFG: 983) to assert that ‘gaze at the glory of the Lord as in a mirror’ is talking
about "the way we gaze at the life-giving spirit in the faces of our fellow-Christians”, which leads to
various degrees of spiritual transformation. N.T. Wright (2004a:38) argues that the congregation is
reflecting divine glory and writes: “when they look at one another, everybody is looking at somebody
else in whose heart and life the spirit, the Lord, has been at work, to heal, to soften, to change, to give
life—in other words, to give glory.”. The working of the Spirit in this context is within believers in
boldness “face-to-face clear speech” especially this applies to ministers of the Gospel (Wright, 2004a:
39). N.T. Wright put a strong emphasis on interrelatedness and verbal communication among believers
as a means towards spiritual transformation. However, he overemphasises the role of the leadership in
the Church.
2. Bridging the cultural gap
Bridging the cultural gap in 2 Corinthians is not an easy task, as the scholarship is divided between two
views. One view promotes the unity of the letter (Harris, 2005:70; Witherington, 1995:328- 333)
another view considers 2 Corinthians as a merger of several letters (Sanders; Thrall, 2004:46). N.T.
seems to treat the letter as a one single unit. This research views on the unity of the letter based on
Wright’s (Wrigth:2004a), Harris’ (2005:10) and Witherington’s (1995:328-329) assertions that the
Manuscript tradition does not provide any proof for textual dislocation.
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and the same pattern can be found in Israel’s Exodus from Egypt.
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Important interpretative issues concerning the situation in Corinth are in relation to Paul’s apostleship.
His apostleship was challenged by ‘super apostles’. Harris (2005:70) provided the scriptural proof from
2 Corinthians to support the claim in this regard: “He lacked the genuine marks of an apostle (12:12),
and in the absence of evidence that Christ was using Paul as his spokesman to the Corinthians (13:3a), it
was clear that he was an imposter (6:8), a false apostle (11:13), and inferior to the Twelve (11:5; 12:11).
Whether he really belonged to Christ (10:7) and was holding to the faith (13:5-6) was open to question.”
It is suggested that Paul’s offer to serve Corinthians without accepting financial support (2 Cor 11:7, 9;
12:13), is closely related to the defence of his apostleship and also to the message of 2 Corinthians.
However, defence of the apostleship was not only reason for Paul to offer the gospel freely. Wessels
(2011:165) asserts that “Paul’s refusal to receive a salary and his tent making are only tools in his
endeavour to remove all stumbling blocks to the gospel, making it also accessible to the poor and the
weak in the city of Corinth – and wherever Paul ministered”.
Wessels’ assertion helps to connect the message of 2 Corinthians 3:15-18 and especially verse 3:18 to
the one aspect of message of 2 Corinthians: gospel proclamation. Paul concerned that Corinthians
would act as the living letters from Christ to the world (2 Cor 3:1-3) and Paul’s self-presentation supports
that assertion. Paul’s concern served the following purposes: the defence of his apostleship and the
responsibility of every believer to reflect the gospel to the world through his/her behaviour. Therefore,
gospel proclamation would not be relying on super apostles who are charging their services but spiritual
transformation of the (Corinthian) believers.
3. Bridging the literature gap
The passage touches remotely the concept of New Exodus (N.T. Wright 2004a:36) The ‘New Exodus’
paradigm means that Paul retells Israel’s Exodus to the church. In that narrative God redeems and
ggradually transforms believers. Finally, faithful believers will be rewarded. 2 Corinthians 2:15-18 is a
part of the pericope that covers verses 2 Corinthians 3:12-18 and also a part of the large textual unit 2
Corinthians 2:14-6:13 (or to 7:16), which “is all about the strange character of Paul’s apostleship (PFG:
724). The following table is an outline based on N.T. Wright’s assertions and the visitation of
Harris’ (2005) commentary.
Table 5-4:

The Outline of 2 Corinthians

The Outline of 2 Corinthians
1

Opening statement: The God of all comfort

1:1-7

2

Narrative

1:8-2:13

3

Paul’s apostolic ministry

2:14-7:16

Veil and the Glory

3:12-18

A

Veil and the hardening

3:12-14

B

Removal of the Veil

3:15-18

4

2 Collections for the Saints of Jerusalem

8:1-9:

5

Paul’s apostolic authority

10:1-13:10

6

Conclusion

13:11-13

Contemporary scholarship (Harris, Wright) correctly connects the passage to the interaction between
God and Moses and between Moses and Israel. However, the context of transformation is the life and
ministry of Moses and the passage touches Israel’s Exodus only remotely or through Moses’s ministry.
Furthermore, the history of Israel is presented here from Moses to Paul and not only through the Exodus
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from Egypt, although the focus is on the event during the Exodus. Paul presents Israel’s current state
where the veil remains in their hearts. So, Paul’s presentation covers two different revelation-historical
periods: Israel and the church or as E.P. Sanders (2015:605-609) asserts the old and the present
dispensation.
The passage should not be understood as a survey of the Exodus because it reflects Israel’s history as a
whole. However, the passage strengthens and completes the role of the Holy Spirit in the spiritual
transformation process. Together with Galatians 4:1-11 it forms the platform in which Paul builds up the
sub-narrative that gives insight to the role of the Church in the plan of God. Also, it gives insight into
how he understands spiritual transformation as a process towards maturity.
The larger pericope (2 Cor 3:1-18) reveals Paul’s concern to persuade “his audience through effective
communication” and “this concern led Paul to contextualize the Jewish Scriptures for his gentile
believers” by “taking into account his Greco-Roman audience’s social, cultural, and religious context,
their current needs and concerns, and their level of biblical knowledge. audience” (Jung, 2010:431). In
this pericope, Paul uses a sub-narrative which is part of the larger Israel’s Exodus. In that sub-narrative
God communicated through Moses to Israel. This sub-narrative forms the background for the
foreground3 of the story-line, which is Paul’s defence of his apostolic ministry.
Paul’s self-presentation as a minister of the gospel could be connected to spiritual transformation of the
Corinthian believers so they can also reflect the glory of God. According to Gleason (1997:66) “the key
to understanding 2 Corinthians 3:1-11 lies in its connection with 2:15-16”. This connection presents the
propagation of the gospel as another background for the story-line. N.T. Wright could have discussed
this connection which has helped him to connect the pericope to his assertion that God has the plan to
rescue the whole creation through believers. Also, one of his interpretative motifs from slavery to
freedom could have been connected into his discussion of 2 Corinthians 3:15-18 (assuming that these
passages have been discussed in the larger textual context).
The following table is a modified version from Runge’s (2008b) discourse analysis:
Table 5-5:

The Discourse Analysis of 2 Corinthians 3:15-18

SENTENCE

15 ἀλλʼ

ἕως σήµερον ἡνίκα ἂν ἀναγινώσκηται Μωϋσῆς κάλυµµα TP]
ἐπὶ τὴν καρδίαν αὐτῶν κεῖται
SENTENCE

16 ἡνίκα

SENTENCE

17 ὁ

SENTENCE

οὗ δὲ τὸ πνεῦµα κυρίου ἐλευθερία

SENTENCE

δὲ ἐὰν ἐπιστρέψῃ πρὸς κύριον περιαιρεῖται τὸ κάλυµµα

δὲ κύριος τὸ πνεῦµά ἐστιν

ἡµεῖς δὲ πάντες TP] ἀνακεκαλυµµένῳ προσώπῳ τὴν δόξαν
κυρίου κατοπτριζόµενοι τὴν αὐτὴν εἰκόνα µεταµορφούµεθα ἀπὸ
δόξης εἰς δόξαν
18 [TP

SUB-POINT

καθάπερ ἀπὸ κυρίου πνεύµατος

The phrase ‘ἡμεῖς δὲ πάντες’ forms a topical frame that “introduces brand new participants or
concepts” (Runge, 2008b). The new concept is that Paul makes his presentation from Israel’s Exodus
relevant to the Corinthian believers by encouraging them to reflect God’s glory to each other through
the Holy Spirit. The DA reveals also the importance of 2 Corinthians 3:18, which is considered as an
interpretative key to understand Paul’s communicative goal of the pericope.

3 The foreground is major plot or point in the text. Background forms a scene where the foreground is
presented.
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4. Bridging the grammatical gap
N.T. Wright correctly gives strong emphasis on interrelatedness between believers as a means to
spiritual transformation. N.T. Wright’s assertion is correct that Christ can be seen in believers. Believers
have union with Christ after conversion and in that sense, believers are reflecting God’s glory as true
believers. Litwa (2008:121) asserts that “Christ is the ‘elder brother’ who models and mediates
transformation into the image of God for all other believers (Rom 8:29)”.
This model or pattern is seen indirectly in other believers. Again, Wright’s assertions raise the
importance of cognitive renewal and verbal communication as human efforts and means towards
spiritual transformation. However, 2 Corinthians 3:18 defines that the Holy Spirit enables transformation
over a human effort towards Christ-likeness.
N.T. Wright is correct that cognitive renewal is needed to be spiritually transformed. The need for cognitive
renewal finds its support in 2 Corinthians 3:14. The word ‘νόημα’, can be translated as thinking. The veil
hinders right thinking and it is removed through Christ which takes place in conversion when the union
between believers and Christ is established. However, the removal of the veil cannot be reduced to once
in a lifetime moment but should be understood as consistently repeated action.
According to 2 Corinthians 3:14 veil is on their hearts (Israel) whenever Moses is read refers obviously
to repeated action. Also 2 Corinthians 3:13 says that the glory of God in the face of Moses was fading
but regained later. So, Moses was in constant interaction with the Lord. Paul uses the allusion to prove
to the Corinthian church that repeated action of ‘turning to God’ is needed to maintain the
transformation and progress towards higher stage of glory (maturity). For Moses it was a change in
appearance without neglecting the possibility of spiritual transformation of the inner person.
N.T. Wright’s model has a strong emphasis on the cognitive renewal in this passage but it diverges from
the texts in several ways. First, the context is ‘we all’ but N.T. Wright attributes the pivotal role only to
the ministers who help the Corinthians to receive cognitive revelation. N.T. Wright does not exclude ‘lay
believers’ from his discussion but asserts that the textual support gives a major role for the church
leaders or teachers of the church. Paul as an apostle and the minister of the gospel here uses his selfpresentation to extend the principle to touch ‘we all’. This is a strong indication that concept of ‘body
life’ is a necessary means that God uses to transform believers.
Another deviation from the text is how he understands the word ‘κατοπτρίζω’, meaning ‘to gaze’, ‘to
behold’, or ‘to mirror’. The word is mentioned only once in the New Testament so it is necessary to take
a look at the LXX. The metaphor of mirroring implies that the glory of God is seen indirectly. Webster
(2012:367) correctly quotes Litwa:” The rabbinic belief that Moses saw God through a mirror in
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Numbers 12:8 (mainly to add a level of mediation that would avoid contradicting Exodus 33:20)”
provides an Old Testament background for ‘mirroring’. The allusion from rabbinic belief rooted in the
respective passages in Pentateuch points to the indirect vision concerning the Glory of God. This
principle is presented with the purpose to confirm the principle that the glory of God can be seen in
other believers.
The definition of beholding (or gazing or mirroring) depends on how the object of the verb is defined.
Based on N.T. Wright’s assertions the Glory of God is seen indirectly in other believers. This view is
supported by Barnett (1997:205-206) but not limited to him (Furnish, 2008:214; Harris, 1976:338;
Lowery, 1985:562; Thrall, 2004:285). The commentary support is exemplary and it is not limited to the
proponents presented here. This claim is in accordance with Paul’s definition that the Corinthian
believers were living letters. This statement includes important information. Others can read believers
and learn from them. This applies to other believers and also to unbelievers.
4

The direct quote in the quotation marks.
4/6

The opposing view asserts that the glory of God is the Word of God (Hunt, 2010:780) and beholding
refers to receiving cognitive revelation. However, the transformational process in 2 Corinthians 3:18
should not be reduced to the reception of propositional knowledge as Garland (1999:200) and Rabens
(2017:566-568) assert.
The word ‘κατοπτρίζω’ meaning beholding has a wide spectrum of meanings. BDAG suggests that
basic meaning “to look at something as in a mirror”. BDAG offers as a secondary meaning to
contemplate something based on Philo’s interpretation of Exodus 33:13ff (Philo, Leg. All. 3, 101).”
Louw-Nida offers the following translations to see indirectly or by reflection as in a mirror—to see as in
a mirror or to see by reflection. The prototype meaning that combines all sub meanings is to have a
vision through reflection. In 2 Corinthians 3:18 this reflection is not seen exclusively through physical
images as Humphrey (2017:669) asserts but “in the pattern of community that is the life of Jesus Christ”.
This gives additional support to the ‘body life view’ as a means to spiritual transformation.
Additional support that the context is dealing with the community of the believers can be found in some
recent research which asserts that “the beholders participate in the mirror image and are transformed by
what they see” (Rabens, 2013:186; Weissenrieder 2005: 315, 339, 342-342). If this conclusion is
applied to the communal aspects of spiritual transformation, as it is presented in 2 Corinthians 3:18,
then the life of Jesus Christ is experienced through participation. Participation in this context means to
have intimate relationships within the community where individual believers are sharing life with each
other. N.T. Wright’s assertion that the working of Spirit in this context is within “face-to-face clear
speech” is a too narrow approach. Interrelatedness among believers enabled by the Holy Spirit goes far
beyond that.
4. Conclusion and Paul’s communicative goal
The larger textual unit presents believers as living letters. When that phrase is connected to
2 Corinthians 3:18 the living letters are read by the unbelievers. The degree of the divine glory defines
how well unbelievers can read those letters. A Christian community is a group of believers whose
members have union with Christ. Love binds this group together or at least should bind together. All
believers have been loved by Jesus himself and Jesus’ love has removed the veil. However, the constant
interrelatedness in the loving community is needed to assure spiritual transformation. Inter-relatedness
(used here as a reference to the Greater Grace concept of body life) includes cognitive transformation
but intimacy in loving relationships is even a more important factor. Transformation is enabled by the
Holy Spirit but also consistent human effort is needed. However, Paul does not give detailed instructions
concerning human response.
When and if Paul’s communicative goal is understood to have the elements of intimacy within the body
of Christ and individual responsibility to act as a living letter, N.T. Wright’s argument that God’s plan to
rescue the creation by using the Church is strengthened.
Greater Grace movement is characterised by many things. Here are four take offs based on the text:
body life, personal commitment to evangelism, dedication to teach the Bible accurately and Finished
work/Free Grace theology. Some may think that the Greater Grace approach is over-functional.
However, when 2 Corinthians 3:15-18 is interpreted within the overall message of the letter all four
components find sufficient support. Also, the interpretation of the passage is releasing the readers from
different forms of legalism. Soteriological legalism expects believers to produce the fruit of the Spirit and
perform good works as necessary proofs for salvation. This passage turns the approach upside down:
participation in the church life and evangelism (as living letters) produces spiritual transformation.
However, eternal salvation is not depending on transformation or functions that lead to the
transformation process.
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5. Assignment
A.

After reading the article give at least one suggestion how I can improve it to more
readable form. My intention is to develop the article towards the booklet or towards
academic article.

B.

Make a personal application that leads you towards spiritual transformation in some area
of your life. Application could touch evangelism, body life, or the Bible learning.
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