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VEILED HEARTS: THE TRANSLATION AND
INTERPRETATION OF 2 CORINTHIANS 3
duane a. garrett*
i. introduction
Paul’s interpretation of Moses’ veil (Exod 34:29–35 as discussed in 2 Cor
3:7–18) is burdened with difficulties. The Greek is elliptical and allusive but
precise in its use of vocabulary, albeit not in a manner interpreters find easy
to handle. 1 As it appears in many translations, Paul says that Moses put on
the veil so that the Israelites would not see that the glow in his face was
fading away. 2 But there is no good reason for Moses to do this. Any attempt
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1
I do not believe that the Greek text of 2 Corinthians 3 is served well in standard translations
and in recent scholarship, and thus in what follows I devote a great deal of attention to translation issues. All translations of Greek below are original unless otherwise noted. For the sake of
comparison, I make fairly frequent reference to standard English translations of 2 Corinthians 3.
But this paper is not a survey of translations and I make no attempt to be exhaustive in comparing
English versions, much less non-English versions, of 2 Corinthians 3. On the other hand, I have
no reason to believe that the non-English translations of the text are substantially different from
the standard English versions. See, e.g., the renditions of 2 Corinthians 3 in La Bible: Traduction
de Louis Segond (1910), La Bible du Semeur (1999), Parole de Vie (2000), La Bible de Jérusalem
(2003), Die Bible nach der Übersetzung Martin Luthers (1984), and Die Gute Nachricht (1982).
2
Among English translations, for example, see the renditions of e√Í to; tevloÍ touÅ katargoumevnou
from verse 13 in the rsv, nrsv, njb, reb, niv, tniv, nasb, and cev, where the verb is either explicitly
or implicitly taken to mean “fade.” The interpretation of katargoumevnou as a fading away is supported
by E. Bernard Allo, Saint Paul, Seconde épître aux Corinthiens (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1956) 89–91;
Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1962) 109; Linda Belleville, 2 Corinthians (Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1996) 104; and Francis
Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith (London: T & T Clark, 2004) 293. Rudolf Bultmann,
The Second Letter to the Corinthians (trans. Roy A. Harrisville; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1985) 85,
also seems to take it this way, commenting that the Israelites “were not to notice that Moses’ dovxa
was at an end.” Others recognize that “fade away” is an impossible translation but seem to have
great difficulty providing a coherent interpretation. Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians (New York:
Doubleday, 1984) 207, asserts that Paul is claiming that Moses put on the veil so that the Israelites
would not see the end of “the entire ministry of the old covenant,” but this is an outlandish claim
for the function of the veil. See also Jan Lambrecht, Second Corinthians (Collegeville: Liturgical
Press, 1999) 52. Simon J. Kistemaker, II Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1997) 118–19, translates the line as “the end of what was set aside” but then struggles to explain what this means,
finally making the improbable suggestion that Exodus teaches that the Israelites could not look
at the glow because they had guilty consciences. The esv translation, “the outcome of what was
being brought to an end,” is equally opaque. Scott J. Hafemann, “The Glory and Veil of Moses in
2 Cor 3:7–14: An Example of Paul’s Contextual Exegesis of the OT—A Proposal,” HBT 14 (1992)
31–49, argues strongly against a meaning such as “fade” at verse 13, but suggests that the veil
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to conceal the fading would be trickery, 3 and Exodus 34 never implies any
such motivation on his part. In fact, Exodus 34 never indicates that the glow
was fading at all. Also, in a move that seems arbitrary, Paul transfers the
veil from Moses’ face to his opponents’ hearts at verse 15. According to many
translations of verse 14, moreover, the veil is some kind of inability to understand Torah that can only be removed “in Christ.” But in Exodus 34, the veil
is purely a practical measure for dealing with the discomfort people had in
looking at Moses’ shining face.4 In fact, Paul seems to interpret Moses’ actions
in a manner that is absurd from the standpoint of what Exodus 34 actually
says. 5 It is, perhaps, for all of these reasons that NT scholars often treat
2 Corinthians 3 as though it really had little to do with Exodus 34,6 having
no point of contact beyond the fact that Paul alludes to Moses’ veil and
glowing face. 7

“brought the glory of God to an end in terms of what it would accomplish if not veiled, i.e., the judgment and destruction of Israel” (p. 40). But it is difficult to imagine how the verse could possibly
could carry such a meaning.
3
Mitzi L. Minor, 2 Corinthians (Macon, GA: Smith & Helwys, 2009) 75–76, suggests that Paul
means to portray Moses as duplicitous, but Minor herself is aware that Moses is a “hero” for Paul,
and so she suggests that Paul’s presentation of Moses as a fraud is mere “rhetoric” and not “theology.” But this hardly helps to settle the issue.
4
Exodus indicates that the people found Moses’ face alarming and thus that Moses put the veil
on. Beyond that, no explanation is really necessary. Torah often does not spell out explanations of
things that should be obvious to all.
5
Jason C. Meyer, The End of the Law (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2009) 96–97, for example,
argues that Moses donned the veil because he wanted to harden the Israelites’ hearts. As a reading
of Paul, this interpretation is wrongheaded, not seeing that the veiling is the result, not the cause,
of the Israelites’ hard hearts. As a reading of of Exodus 34, it is impossible.
6
Furnish, II Corinthians 230, argues that apart from Moses’ dazzling face (and later the veil),
the exposition in 2 Cor 3:7–11 is based on Paul’s own remarks and not on the text of Exodus.
7
Francis Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith (London: T & T Clark, 2004) 291–96, is
an exception to the rule of setting distance between Paul’s interpretation and the intent of Torah.
Watson argues that in Exodus 34 Moses actually is deceiving the Israelites, making them believe
that the shining is permanent, and that Paul astutely perceives this act of deceit. Watson’s conclusion is that “the veiling of Moses’ face signifies the fact that, apart from Christ and its own indirect
testimony to Christ, the Torah itself promotes a belief in its own enduring and unsurpassable
authority. . . . [Torah] conceals the fact of its own transitoriness, thereby encouraging a belief in
its permanence and a disbelief in the gospel’s claim that God’s definitive self-disclosure occurs not
at Sinai but in the raising of Jesus” (emphasis original). This is wrong at every point. The most
natural interpretation of Exodus 34 is that Moses put on the veil because the people found his face
disturbing, not because Moses was trying to trick them. Exodus hardly presents the Sinai covenant
as enduring, not least in the fact that it narrates how grossly Israel violated it, so that it was almost
cancelled (with Israel’s annihilation) at the very time of its inauguration (Exodus 32). Torah anticipates its own demise (Deut 29:21–29), the need for a new covenant (Deut 30:1–10), and a new
lawgiver (Deut 18:15–19). Certainly Exodus, with its unending recital of Israel’s failures, does not
present Torah as sufficient and not needing any further divine intervention. Finally, if Torah were
as Watson describes it, then Paul’s opponents would not have a veil over their hearts at all, but
would be reading Torah exactly as intended. Their only failing would be that they, unlike Paul,
did not catch Torah in its deceitfulness. But Paul’s point is not that Torah and Moses have pulled
the wool over their eyes.
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ii. the narrative in exodus 19–34
The narrative context for the episode of Moses’ glowing face actually
begins in Exodus 19 with the arrival of Israel at Mt. Sinai. YHWH gives
Israel the offer of a covenant, the essential provision being that if Israel will
obey YHWH, he in turn will make Israel to be his special possession and a
holy nation (vv. 5–6). Israel agrees (v. 8), and instructions are given on how
to prepare Israel for the covenant ratification ceremony: limits are set
around the mountain, the people wash their clothes, and they refrain from
sexual activity (vv. 10–25). After this, the covenant stipulations are laid out
(Exodus 20–23). This is the Book of the Covenant, the specific content of
Israel’s agreement with YHWH. Then the covenant ceremony takes place
(Exodus 24), with a sacrifice binding both YHWH and Israel to their agreement. The people, after hearing the contents of the Book of the Covenant
read to them, reaffirm that they will obey (Exod 24:5–8). At this point, Moses
goes back to Sinai to receive instructions on the building of the Tent of Meeting (Exodus 25–36). This is altogether a positive development; the people and
YHWH are now joined together in covenant, and YHWH will therefore sojourn
among them in the Tent during their journey to Canaan and afterwards.
Meanwhile, however, calamity strikes: the people, in the absence of Moses,
build a bull-idol and declare it to be their god. 8 Though worship of the idol
is ostensibly worship of YHWH, it soon degenerates into a pagan celebration
(Exod 32:1–6). Moses then performs the arduous task of getting the people
under control while also making intercession before YHWH. First, YHWH
declares his intent to destroy Israel outright, but Moses by intensive pleading dissuades him from this course of action (Exod 32:7–14). Then, Moses
descends to the people, destroys the idol, and by draconian measures restores
order (Exod 32:15–29). After this, Moses ascends back to YHWH and again
appeals for mercy for Israel, declaring that if YHWH will not relent, he should
kill Moses himself then and there (Exod 32:30–32). YHWH then tells Moses
that he will not at this time destroy Israel but that he will also not go with
them and instead send only his angel. The reason is that if YHWH himself
were among such a people, he might at any moment kill them all (Exod 32:33–
33:3). The people, now alarmed and grief-stricken, display their remorse by
removing their jewelry (probably Egyptian-style amulets that served as apotropaic charms; Exod 33:4–6). Moses then resumes his work as intercessor,
seeking and obtaining a concession from YHWH that he would not abandon
Israel but accompany them in the journey to Canaan (Exod 33:7–17).
At this point, Moses makes a request that seems to be a non-sequitur
within the narrative: he wants YHWH to show him his glory (33:18). One
must dispel two common errors of interpretation. First, the narrative does

8
C. J. A. Hickling, “Paul’s Use of Exodus in the Corinthian Correspondence,” in The Corinthian
Correspondence (ed. R. Bieringer; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1996) 367–76, offers a number
of observations on Paul’s use of Exodus 32–34, but he wrongly concludes that Paul believed Moses
was in Exodus 34 a flawed mediator (p. 374).
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not indicate that Moses is suddenly grasped by pride, becoming desirous of
an esoteric experience that would set him apart from all humanity due to his
extraordinary communion with God. 9 Second, the desire to see God’s “glory”
is not unprecedented.
God had in fact already displayed his “glory” to Israel twice in the exodus
narrative. The first was on the journey to Sinai, when Israel faced starvation and YHWH announced that he would provide manna as their provision
(Exod 16:10). There, the vision of YHWH’s glory was a promise to provide all
that was needed for survival. The second manifestation was at the ratification
ceremony of the covenant, where Israel “saw the God of Israel” (Exod 24:10),
an event that again affirmed that God was with them. Both manifestations
of glory were reassuring demonstrations of God’s presence. Encouragement,
in the narrative context of Exodus 34, is precisely what Moses desired.10 He
had gone through a harrowing experience, having barely persuaded YHWH
not to destroy Israel altogether, with himself then having to oversee the
killing of many Israelites in order to get them under control. I think it is
safe to say that the story intends us to see Moses as a physically and emotionally spent man at this point. What he seeks, therefore, is not Faustian
knowledge of the secret things of God, but simple reassurance for himself
and Israel. 11
YHWH does not respond with shock and alarm, as though Moses had asked
for something outrageous. But interpreters often read the text as though
Exod 33:20, “You are not able to see my face, for no human can see me and
live,” were the first words out of YHWH’s mouth. In fact, YHWH’s primary
answer implies that he will give Moses more than he asked for, not less: he
will see “all” of YHWH’s goodness (v. 19). 12 The point that no one can see
God’s face and live is secondary. It explains the actions that follow (in which
Moses sees only God’s “back”), and it qualifies the “all” of “all my goodness”
(pointing out that although Moses will fully experience the “goodness,” there
remains some ultimate essence of deity that humans cannot bear to see).
This distinction among various degrees of seeing God, there being some final,
extreme vision that no mortal can endure, is maintained right into John 1:14–
18, which, using the language of Exodus, 13 declares that the evangelist has
seen the glory of God in the only-begotten Son but then qualifies that state-

9
William H. C. Propp, Exodus 19– 40 (AB 2A; New York: Doubleday, 2006) 606, misses the
point of the text with his comment, “Moses’ persistent desire to see Yahweh emblematizes a common
human sense of alienation from the divine. . . . Mythology is replete with cautionary tales of heroes
who presume to obtain a full vision of a god.”
10
See also Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus (NAC 2; Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2006) 704.
11
J. Gerald Janzen, Exodus (Westminster Bible Companion; Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1997) 247, reads the text correctly when he comments, “If God would let Moses see his glory, he
would know that all was well.” But then Janzen veers off course by adding, “This time he asks
more than is possible.”
12
Against, for example, John Durham, Exodus (WBC 3; Waco, TX: Word, 1987) 452: “What
Moses asks, however, is more than Yahweh is willing to grant.”
13
As implied by the Tabernacle language, “and he had his tent among us” (kaµ ejskhvnwsen ejn
hJm∂n).
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ment by adding that in fact no one except the only-begotten himself has ever
“seen God” (in the ultimate sense). But in both Exodus 33 and John 1, the
principal point is that one can see God’s glory, not that one cannot see it.
When YHWH puts Moses into the cleft of a rock, covers Moses’ face with his
hand, and then shows him God’s “back,” the text is communicating that
Moses at that moment experiences as much of the glory and essence of God
as any mortal can bear. 14 That is, this is a revelation of God that surpasses
the previous displays of God’s glory given in Exodus 16 and 24.
The revelation that Moses receives is of all of YHWH’s “goodness” (Bwf).
The implication is that YHWH’s kindness, compassion, and mercies are a
greater revelation of the inner essence of God than an experience of bright
light or of earthquake or of some dramatic apparition such as the bluish
radiance that appeared in Exod 24:10. The words pronounced at the revelation, “YHWH, YHWH, God merciful and gracious,” are its essential content.
In sum, the ultimate revelation of God’s glory focuses upon his grace and
not on raw power or splendor. Once again, however, one should not allow
secondary statements to obscure the main point. When the text goes on to
declare that YHWH does not acquit the guilty but punishes them to the
third and fourth generation, this does not mean that the revelation is equally
about YHWH’s mercy and wrath. Rather, the latter is a qualification, meaning that YHWH’s mercy does not imply that he is indulgent of sin. The core
message, however, is that YHWH is compassionate.
Moses, overwhelmed by the experience, falls before YHWH and again
makes intercession (Exod 34:8–9). YHWH responds by telling Moses that he
will renew the covenant with Israel (Exod 34:10). What follows is a recapitulation of the Book of the Covenant, repeating its essential content but focusing
on the need to avoid idolatry and alliances with pagans (Exod 34:11–28).15
The important point here is that the covenant with Israel has been fully reaffirmed. When Moses goes down the mountain with two copies of the original
tablets of the law and a text that reaffirms Book of the Covenant, this moment
in the context of Exodus is an entirely positive development. It is not some
kind of punishment or threat. It means that Israel is fully reinstated. After
the making of the Sinai covenant and subsequent golden calf episode, YHWH
had threatened to destroy Israel and then had asserted that he would no
longer be with them. Now, after all of Moses’ labors at intercession and
the climactic revelation of the divine goodness, Israel is fully reinstated as
the special possession of YHWH. The Sinai covenant is reaffirmed and the
making of the Tent of Meeting can commence (Exodus 35–39).
In between the renewal of the covenant and the building of the Tent of
Meeting, however, a curious episode is briefly related (Exod 34:29–35). Moses
14
In Exod 33:20, the “face” (µyniP): of YHWH refers to the absolute essence of deity. As the counterpart to this, the “back” (r/ja:) is simply a lesser and non-fatal manifestation of the divine being.
That is, “back” is here defined only as a contrast to “face.” Beyond that, no literal or metaphorical
meaning is implied.
15
Almost every clause of Exod 34:11–28 is derived from 20:22–23:33, much of it in the form of
verbatim citations.
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descends the mountain unaware that his face is shining.16 The people see and,
alarmed, draw back. Yet after Aaron relays the problem to Moses, he calls
everyone to himself and, with a face literally beaming, tells them the good
news that YHWH has renewed the covenant and reaffirmed its prior terms.
The people are disconcerted by the strange glow on Moses’ face, however,
and so he must conceal it with a veil in his day-to-day dealings with them.
He removes the veil only when he is in the tent in the presence of YHWH.
It is at this point that we turn to Paul’s reading of the text.

iii. an analysis of 2 corinthians 3
1. The setting in 2 Cor 3:1–6. Paul’s discussion of Moses and the veil
actually begins at verse 7, but we need to look at the context. At the beginning of 2 Corinthians 3, Paul turns his attentions to his rivals and opponents,
16
Interpreters have long been perplexed by the choice of the verb ˆrq for “glow” or “shine,” since
the word is evidently related to the noun ˆr,q, , “horn.” Some translations, following the Vulgate,
actually indicate that Moses had horns, and this has given rise to Michelangelo’s frequently reproduced statue of the horned Moses. But if Moses’ head sprouted horns, it is hard to see why the
text would speak of them coming from his skin (Exod 34:29). William H. C. Propp, “The Skin of
Moses’ Face—Transfigured or Disfigured,” CBQ 49 (1987) 375–86, suggests that it means that
Moses’ skin became blistered and then calloused through what was in effect radiation burns, but
that the thickened, horny skin made him better able to withstand the power of the divine radiance.
Hugo Gressmann, Mose und seine Zeit; ein Kommentar zu den Mose-Sagen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck
& Ruprecht, 1913) 246–51, argues that it refers to a horned, cultic mask that Moses wore. Karl
Jaros, “Des Mose ‘Strahlende haut’: eine Notiz zu Ex 34:29, 30, 35,” ZAW 88 (1976) 275–80 argues
that Moses wore a mask with horns, but that P suppressed the idea by introducing the shining
face. Against Gressmann, see especially Menahem Haran, “The Shining of Moses’ Face: A Case
Study in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Iconography,” in In the Shelter of Elyon (ed. W. Boyd
Barrick and John R. Spencer; Sheffield: JSOT, 1984) 160–65, and also R. W. L. Moberly, At the
Mountain of God (Sheffield: JSOT, 1983) 107–8. The recent interpretations are not widely accepted,
but scholars have still wondered why, if the meaning is that Moses’ face glowed, the text does not
use the hiphil of rwa, to “give light.” But that word is actually functional, meaning to “provide illumination” so that people can see (Gen 1:15; Exod 13:21; Num 8:2; Isa 50:11; 60:19; etc.). Had the
text used this word, it would be like saying that people used Moses’ face for a flashlight! The word
can metaphorically mean that the face gives light in the sense of showing approval or favor (Num
6:25); but here again, usage of it would be confusing, as it would seem to communicate the metaphorical meaning rather than the simple, physical phenomenon of glowing. In my view, the use of
ˆrq arises from the fact that in both ancient and modern imagery, a radiant body like the sun is
portrayed with pointed, horn-like projections coming from it as an artistic representation of a glow.
Thus, the horn-like projections from the Statue of Liberty represent a glowing head. In fact, our
word “radiant” is from the Latin radio, -are, “to shine,” which is itself probably derived from radius,
a “rod” like the spoke of a wheel, which in turn may be related to the Greek aß rdiÍ, a “sharp point,”
like an arrowhead or a horn. Furthermore, the Sumerian word si is used for both horns and the
radiance of the sun. See Seth L. Sanders, “Old Light on Moses’ Shining Face,” VT 52 (2002) 400–406,
esp. 403; Sanders himself wrongly concludes from this that Moses becomes a kind of semi-divine
figure, but the lexocographic analogy is helpful. Similar usage appears in Hab 3:4, /q /dY;mI µyin'r]q'
(“he had horns [that is, beams of light] come from his hand”). In addition, Num 27:20 states that
Moses was to impart some of his “splendor” (d/h) to Joshua, his successor. This is not simply
“authority” but a radiance of divine glory, and this usage has parallels ancient Near Eastern literature (see Menahem Haran, “The Shining of Moses’ Face: A Case Study in Biblical and Ancient
Near Eastern Iconography,” in In the Shelter of Elyon (ed. W. Boyd Barrick and John R. Spencer;
Sheffield: JSOT, 1984) 165–68). In short, the term means that Moses’ skin was glowing.
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Jewish teachers who have come from Jerusalem17 with letters of recommendation as their credentials. Alternative explanations for the teaching and
background of these interlopers have been proposed (that they were Jewish
“proto-Gnostics,” Hellenistic Jews who patterned themselves after GrecoRoman, charismatic miracle workers, or simply Jews who sought to interfere
with Paul’s work). 18 But these alternative reconstructions are not as persuasive as the simplest view, namely, that Paul’s opponents here are of the
same sort that appear throughout the NT. 19
Paul’s rivals in 2 Corinthians 3 are outsiders (thus the importance of the
letters of recommendation). They are probably not connected to the earlier
controversies over factions (1 Corinthians 1–3), over immorality in the church
(1 Corinthians 5–6), over tongues and other charismatic gifts (1 Corinthians
12–14), or over the resurrection (1 Corinthians 15), since those seem to be
home-grown problems among the Corinthians. 20 By contrast, a focus on
justification and Torah is in the background in 2 Corinthians 3. Here, Paul
repeatedly describes the old covenant as obsolete and carrying death and
condemnation. He would hardly have used such language if his opponents
did not rely heavily upon Torah while teaching the Corinthian Christians.21
If the opponents did not focus upon Torah, why would Paul build such an
elaborate argument that a veil is on their hearts when they read it (2 Cor
3:15)? If they did not teach the Corinthians that keeping Torah was essential
for obtaining righteousness, why would Paul speak of the old covenant as a
ministry of “condemnation” (2 Cor 3:9)? 22 If Paul’s opponents were some

17
Cf. 2 Cor 11:22, which describes them as “Hebrews” and “Israelites,” indicating that they are
Jews with close ties to the Jewish homeland and not Diaspora Hellenists.
18
Belleville, 2 Corinthians (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity, 1996) 34, summarizes the various
major views. There are of course various eccentric views, such as William J. Dalton, “Is the
Old Covenant Abrogated (2 Cor 3.14)?” ABR 35 (1987) 88–94, which states that the opponents in
2 Corinthians 3 are Gentile Judaizers.
19
There are also theories arguing that Paul was answering a midrash from his opponents, such
as Siegfried Schulz, “Die Decke des Moses,” ZNW 49 (1958) 1–30. C. J. A. Hickling, “Sequence of
thought in II Corinthians, Chapter Three,” NTS 21 (1975) 380–95, is dismissive of recent scholarly
attempts to identify Paul’s opponents in 2 Corinthians 3, stating that they “indicate great ingenuity
on the part of their authors” (p. 380).
20
Although I do not agree with a great deal of his work, particularly his idea Paul’s opponents in
2 Corinthians were Hellenistic Jews who promoted the idea of the qe∂oÍ a˚nh;r, Dieter Georgi, The
Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986) 315–17, is certainly correct
that the opponents in 2 Corinthians are not the same as the problematic groups in 1 Corinthians
(Georgi identifies the 1 Corinthians opponents as “Gnostics,” but I consider that to be anachronistic).
For Georgi’s understanding of the qe∂oÍ a˚nh;r, see pp. 390–409.
21
Contrast Furnish, II Corinthians 48–54, who concludes that the enemies here are the same as
the “super apostles,” that they are of Jewish origin, but that they are not Judaizers but itinerate
charismatics.
22
An unpersuasive approach to the issue is Paul D. Duff, “Glory in the Ministry of Death: Gentile
Condemnation and Letters of Recommendation in 2 Cor 3.6–18,” NT 46 (2004) 313–37, who argues
that the law is a ministry of condemantion specifically toward the Gentiles because they did not
receive and follow it. That is, Torah had limited glory because only Israel received it; the Gentiles
did not, and for them it was death and condemnation. This interpretation fails in every way. It suggests that Paul believed Torah was lifegiving and sufficient for Israel and also that Gentiles, when
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kind of Gnostic libertines or practitioners of charismatic power, why would
Paul use as the premise for his whole argument the distinction between the
letter that kills and the Spirit that gives life (2 Cor 3:6)? Such arguments
are not well suited to a confrontation with proto-Gnostics or Jewish charismatics. And simply saying that they were opponents of Paul tells us nothing.
What, precisely, did they teach? If not Judaism, then what?
One might argue that 2 Corinthians, unlike Romans or Galatians, does
not refer to a demand for circumcision among the converts or describe other
aspects of his opponents’ teaching. 23 This objection fails to take into account
the specific issues with which Paul deals in this letter in contrast to what
confronted him on other occasions. Throughout his career, Paul faced the same
kind of Jewish opposition, one that accused him of devaluing the Mosaic Law
in his dealings with Gentile converts. But the circumstances of these confrontations varied greatly. At the Jerusalem Council, where dealing with
recognized leaders of the church, he brought evidence of the work of God
among the Gentiles (Acts 15:12). On a later visit to Jerusalem (prior to the
riot), he sought to present himself as a dutiful and observant Jew (Acts 21:26–
27). In Galatians, Paul was suddenly confronted with a Gentile church that
was already becoming a congregation of proselytes, and he reacted accordingly: with anger, dismay, and urgent teachings on justification and grace.
In Romans, many similar issues are raised, but Paul was still a stranger
there, wanting to establish his teaching with that church by careful presentation and argumentation. In 2 Corinthians, Paul was presented with a group
of teachers who claimed authority to teach and devoted a great deal of time
to attacking Paul personally (e.g. 2 Cor 1:17, 18; 4:2, 5; 5:12; 10:2–4; 12:11).
Paul’s response naturally focuses on defending himself rather than on dealing with specifics of doctrine. 24 But 2 Corinthians 3 does not leave us wholly
they turn to God, should likewise come under the Sinai covenant. In light of Romans and Galatians,
however, both ideas are demonstrably untrue. Duff also suggests that the “veil” over Jewish eyes
refers to the fact that the Jews could not see that “the status of the gentiles before God has changed”
(p. 328). But, in reality, the Jews who opposed Paul were only too happy to see the status of the
Gentiles change—by having them come under Torah! Under Duff ’s interpretation, Paul should
have been the most zealous of Judaizers. If one should counter that for Paul the Gentile converts
“keep” the law even though they do not actually have to submit to the distinctive rules of Judaism
(i.e. to become proselytes), then one has come full circle and in effect affirmed the traditional view.
23
One might also argue that 1 Cor 7:18a (“Was someone circumcised when he was called?”) suggests that there were at Corinth Jews who actually thought they had to become Gentiles in order
to be accepted into the church. But this would be, I think, a highly eccentric position to take. Paul
is referring to the common practice of Hellenistic Jews trying to hide their circumcision in order
to be accepted in the larger Gentile world (especially for participation in the gymnasia). He does not
suggest that this is a theological issue in the church. If anything, 1 Cor 7:18a is the foundation
for his main point at verse 18b, the assertion that uncircumcised Gentiles should not seek circumcision. That is, he argues that just as Jews should not try to become Gentiles, so Gentiles
should not try to become Jews. But at any rate, I do not think that 1 Corinthians 7 has any value
in identifying the opponents in 2 Corinthians 3.
24
See also Ralph Martin, 2 Corinthians (WBC 40; Waco, TX: Word, 1986) lii–lxii, who describes
the history of the conflict with the Judaizers. As Martin observes, this leads Paul to develop the
thesis that his suffering helps to establish his credentials. But Paul also, here in 2 Corinthians 3,
directly undermines the credibility of his opponents.
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in the dark on the subject of the content of his opponents’ teaching. When
Paul speaks of himself as a minister of the new covenant and contrasts this
with the ministry of the “letter” that “kills” (v. 6), the most reasonable interpretation is that his opponents espouse obedience to the law (he also at
v. 3 links their theology to “stone tablets,” a clear allusion to the tablets of
the law).
Also, although 2 Corinthians 3 does not mention circumcision, its language
has a close analogy in a text where circumcision is mentioned, Phil 3:3. This
verse attacks Judaizers who “have confidence in flesh” and contrasts them
with believers “who carry out priestly service by the Spirit of God” (o¥ pneuvmati
qeouÅ latreuvonteÍ). This language is close to what Paul describes in 2 Cor
3:16–17, in which Moses regularly goes into the Tent of Meeting before the
Lord, “and the Lord is the Spirit” (v. 17). In addition, the use of gravmma in
opposition to pneuÅma at 2 Cor 3:6–7 has a strong parallel in Rom 2:27–29
and 7:6, where Paul is making a polemic against the attempt to find justification through obedience to Torah. The nature of the opposition to Paul, as
described in 2 Corinthians 3, has parallels in Galatians. Paul’s opponents in
2 Corinthians 3 claim the support of authorities who gave them letters of
recommendation, implying that Paul did not have the sanction of these
authorities. Similar attacks were apparently made upon Paul at Galatia,
since he first claims that his gospel came by direct revelation from Christ
(Gal 1:12) and then goes out of his way to undercut the prestige of the Jerusalem leadership, describing them as those who “seemed to be pillars” (Gal
2:6, 9) and recounting an episode of theological spinelessness on the part of
Simon Peter (Gal 2:11–14). In all probability, therefore, 2 Corinthians 3 has
the same concerns in its background as does Galatians.
Furthermore, whatever kind of reconstruction of the Corinthian letters
we espouse, we certainly do not possess all the correspondence between Paul
and Corinth. It is not in this case special pleading to suggest that Paul may
well have addressed circumcision and the inability of Torah to justify in
another, prior letter. The fact that Paul can casually speak of Torah as the
“letter” that “kills” and of the old covenant as a “ministry of death”—without
any supportive arguments or clarification at all—strongly suggests that Paul
had already communicated to Corinth his essential views on the law. If he
had not, his harsh language about Torah would only bewilder the Corinthians. Indeed, it would bewilder us as well if we did not possess Galatians
and Romans.
Second Corinthians 3 gives us one other specific piece of information
that points to the content of the teaching of Paul’s opponents: their activity
involves the reading of Moses (v. 15, a˚nagin∫skhtai Mw¨shÅÍ). This is not a
private reading for pleasure or edification. It refers to the teaching of Torah
as was done in synagogues throughout the Roman world, as in Acts 15:21,
Mw¨shÅÍ ga;r ejk geneΩn a˚rcaÇwn kata; povlin tou;Í khruvssontaÍ au˚to;n eßcei ejn
ta∂Í sunagwga∂Í kata; paÅn savbbaton a˚naginwskovmenoÍ (“For Moses has had,
for generations untold [and] in city after city, those who proclaim him; [this
occurs when] he is read in the synagogues every Sabbath”; cf. Acts 13:27).
An appeal to the “reading” of Scripture is often an appeal for a binding
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halakhic interpretation, as in Matt 12:5 and 19:4. It can refer to the resolution of a point of doctrine, as in Matt 21:42 and 22:31. When 2 Cor 3:15
speaks of how “Moses being read” among Paul’s opponents, it is describing
the regular teaching of Torah.
We have in 2 Corinthians a text in which Paul defends the validity of his
apostolic authority against teachers who sought to undermine him and to
establish themselves, and Paul focuses less on their doctrine than on their
spiritual incompetence. Nevertheless, we can confidently say this: nobody
crosses land and sea just to attack another teacher. One does it in order to
promote an alternative teaching. And we are not nearly so much at a loss
for evidence of what they taught as some would suggest. They taught the
“letter” engraved in “tablets of stone”: Torah.
In 2 Cor 3:1–3, Paul implies that his opponents boast of their own letters
of commendation while averring that Paul has none. Paul counters that he
does not need to produce any letter of recommendation because the Corinthians themselves are his letter (ejpistolh;) of recommendation, with the words
of that letter written by God himself upon human hearts (vv. 2–3). Then,
having already made a distinction between a written text and the work of
the Spirit, he extends this line of argument, moving from the credentials of
the false teachers (written documents) to the substance of their ministry (the
written text of Torah). They are teachers of the letter (gravmma) of Torah, but
he is a minister of the Spirit under the new covenant (v. 6).25
This gives rise to the premise of Paul’s entire discussion: “the letter kills,
but the Spirit gives life” (v. 6). This is itself an interpretation of the OT.
It arises from the whole history of Israel’s inability to keep the Sinai covenant, and in particular from the fact that it must be replaced with a new
covenant that can effectively bring all of its members into the knowledge of
God (Jer 31:31–34). His assertion that the Spirit gives life reflects texts such
as Gen 1:2, where the Spirit broods over the lifeless “waters,” or Job 33:4,
which ascribes the life of an individual human to the work of the Spirit, or
Ezek 37:14, “I will put my Spirit in you and you will come to life.” In short,
the OT presents the origin of life in creation, the origin of life in an individual,
and the origin of life in the eschatological era all as the work of the Spirit.26
But the contrast with the death-dealing gravmma serves here not as Paul’s
main point but as the foundation for his main point, namely, that the Jewish

25
Regarding the meaning of the antithesis of “Letter” and “Spirit” in Paul see Bernardin
Schneider, “The Meaning of St. Paul’s Antithesis ‘The Letter and the Spirit’,” CBQ 15 (1953) 163–
207, and Thomas Provence, “ ‘Who is Sufficient for these Things?’: An Exegesis of 2 Corinthians
ii 15–iii 18,” NovT 24 (1982) 54–81 (especially pp. 62–73). The antithesis Paul intends is clearly
not between a literal and a spiritual reading, as in the older allegorizing interpretation. Regardless
of the precise meaning one ascribes to “letter” and “Spirit,” it plainly involves a Jewish interpretation of Torah and its requirements over against Paul’s conception of himself as a minister of the
Spirit under the new covenant. Peter Richardson, “Spirit and Letter: A Foundation for Hermeneutics,” EvQ 45 (1973) 208–18, makes a somewhat confused attempt to relate “letter” and “Spirit”
to Christian hermeneutics but still must acknowledge the original setting of the terminology.
26
Against Bultmann, Second Corinthians 96–98, Paul’s understanding of the Spirit is not
derived from “Hellenistic-Gnostic” sources.

the translation and interpretation of 2 corinthians 3

739

teachers, his opponents, are spiritually unqualified. In order to see how Paul
develops this point, however, we must first examine a verb critically important for this text, katargevw.
2. The abused katargev w. The verb katargev w appears four times in
2 Corinthians 3 (vv. 7, 11, 13, 14). Many interpreters take it to describe how
the glow on Moses’ face “faded out” 27 (vv. 7, 13) and also to describe how the
veil on the faces of readers of Torah can be “removed” in Christ (v. 14). But
katargevw actually means to “render powerless” or “make inoperative or ineffective.” It is related to the adjective a˚rgovÍ (contracted from aß ergoÍ), meaning “idle.” 28 From that meaning, it can in a legal or quasi-legal context also
mean to “nullify” or “make obsolete” a legal requirement. Also, in the passive
voice and with a person as subject, it can mean to be freed of legal obligations. A survey of the usage of katargevw (especially as used in the NT) demonstrates that the word never means “fade” or “destroy,” and that it would
only mean “be removed,” “be made obsolete,” or “come to an end” in a legal
sense. That is, one can speak of a legal obligation being “removed” (that is,
being “nullified”) with katargevw, but one cannot speak of physically removing an object, such as a veil, with that verb. 29
a. Classical and Septuagintal usage of katargevw. Pre-Christian Greek
texts with katargevw are very sparse, but they reflect the meaning “to render
powerless” or “make non-functional.” This can be illustrated by Euripides,
Phoenissae 751–753:
oßnoma d’ eJkavstou diatribh; pollh; levgein,
ejcqrΩn uÒp’ au˚to∂Í teÇcesin kaqhmevnwn.
a˚ll’ eπm’, o§pwÍ a˙n mh; katargΩmen cevra.
To speak the name of each man would make for a long speech,
With enemies set against these very walls.
But I am going, so that we not make our hands idle.
Another example is from a text from the Augustan era, Athenaeus Mechanicus, On Machines 4.6: ÔO ga;r movnoÍ klhqeµÍ dikaÇwÍ poihth;Í ou˚de; to;n
doqevnta para; tΩn qeΩn e√Í th;n a˚navpausin hJm∂n touÅ s∫matoÍ u§pnon pannuvcion
eu§dein ejçÅ. ou§tw pollh;n faÇnetai poiouvmenoÍ provnoian touÅ mh; katarge∂sqai th;n
diavnoian ejpµ polu;n crovnon (“For the only poet who is justly called by that name
does not permit slumber, that gift provided by the gods for the refreshment
of our bodies, to last all night. In this, he seems to be creating a program
27
Linda Belleville, Reflections of Glory: Paul’s Polemical Use of the Moses-Doxa Tradition in
2 Corinthians 3.1–18 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991) 204–5, defends the interpretation of the word as
“fading” but gives no real supporting evidence.
28
Gerhard Delling, TDNT, “a˚rgovÍ, a˚rgenw, katargenw” 1:452–4, provides a useful if somewhat
flawed survey of the word and its meaning. He wrongly asserts that katargenw can mean to “destroy,” but he rightly points to the connection between katargenw and a˚rgovÍ, “idle.”
29
Bible translators and NT scholars alike are arbitrary in their handling of katargenw. See, e.g.,
the treatment of the verb in James D. G. Dunn, Romans (WBC 38A; Waco, TX: Word, 1988) 319.
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to keep us from letting our mental facilities become unproductive for a long
period of time”). 30
There are four occurrences of katargevw in the lxx, at Ezra 31 4:21, 23; 5:5;
and 6:8. 32 All concern the failed effort to prevent the Jews from rebuilding
Jerusalem and its walls, and all are grammatically similar, with the verb
having the Jewish workers either as its direct object (4:21, 23; 5:5) or passive
subject (6:8). In every case, the issue is whether the men will be made idle,
not working, so that the walls would not be completed. Ezra 4:21 is typical:
kaµ nuÅn qevte gn∫mhn katarghÅsai tou;Í aß ndraÍ ejkeÇnouÍ kaµ hJ povliÍ ejkeÇnh ou˚k
o√kodomhqh vsetai eßti o§pwÍ a˚po; thÅÍ gn∫mhÍ (“And now issue a finding to stop
those men from working, and that city will not be built any longer in accordance with the finding”). katargevw cannot mean to “destroy” or “bring to an
end,” much less to “fade away” or “remove,” in any of these instances. It describes causing a person to cease functioning in some specific work.
b. katargevw in the New Testament. We will now survey, for the most part
sequentially, every occurrence of katargevw in the NT outside of 2 Corinthians 3. The intent here is not to provide anything like a complete exegesis
of each text, but to demonstrate that the standard meaning described above
for katargevw is applicable in every case (as opposed to renditions such as
“remove,” “destroy,” “cut off,” or “come to an end”). Indeed, by not adhering
to the established meaning of the word, interpreters have sometimes missed
entirely the point that a text is making.
In Luke 13:7, a landowner desires to dig up a fig tree that bears no fruit
in order that the tree not “make the ground unproductive” (¥natÇ kaµ th;n ghÅn
katarge∂). This illustrates the more ordinary, practical usage of the verb and
is analogous to what we see in classical literature and in the lxx.
Paul uses katargevw in the context of his discussions of justification and
salvation history. In the quasi-legal language of Rom 3:3, the unbelief of some
does not “nullify the faithfulness of God” (th;n pÇstin touÅ qeouÅ katarghvsei),
rendering void God’s adherence to the covenants and his purposes in them.
In Rom 3:31, Paul similarly rejects the idea that the gospel of faith renders
the law inoperative (nov m on ou® n katargouÅ m en dia; thÅ Í pÇstewÍ; mh; gev n oito).
Here, the meaning of katargevw is established by contextual antonym, ªsthmi
(¥stavnw), in the clause a˚lla; novmon ¥stavnomen (“but we validate law”). 33 The
point is that faith does not promote an antinomian indulgence in sin; it does
not render inoperative the function of Torah as an instructor in righteous-

30
He is referring to Homer Iliad 2.24. See David Whitehead and P. H. Blyth, Athenaeus
Mechanicus, On Machines: Translated with Introduction and Commentary (Stuttgart: Franz
Steiner, 2004) 67.
31
I am referring to lxx 2 Esdras, a fairly literal translation of Ezra-Nehemiah. This is not the
same as the English 2 Esdras, an apocalyptic work called 4 Esdras in the Vulgate. The four verses
cited above (4:21, 23; 5:5; 6:8) are in Ezra in the mt and the English Bible.
32
In every case the verb translates the Aramaic lfb (pael stem), “to cause to cease working,” as
in Ezra 4:21 ËLEaI aY;r'b}gu al:F:b"l} µ[EF} /myc¥ ˆ["K} (“Now make a decree to stop these men from working”).
33
Cf. Mark 7:9.
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ness. 34 Instead, faith validates the right of God to demand complete obedience.
There is no implication of “destruction” or “removal” in katargevw here. 35 In
Rom 4:14, Paul argues that if those who are of the law are rightful heirs
of Abraham, then faith is emptied of all effectiveness and the promise to
Abraham is nullified (kekevnwtai hJ pÇstiÍ kaµ kathvrghtai hJ ejpaggelÇa). The
verbs kenovw and katargevw are not synonyms, but they are used analogously,
and both convey the idea of faith and promise becoming without value, meaning or power. 36 In Rom 6:6, the old self has been crucified “so that the body
of sin may be made inoperative” (ªna katarghq¬Å to; sΩma thÅÍ aÒmartÇaÍ). 37
These uses of katargevw are in accord with the normal meanings of “to render
ineffective” or “to nullify.”
Romans 7:2 illustrates the passive use of katargevw with a personal subject
in a legal context. It states of a woman that when her husband dies kathvrghtai a˚po; touÅ novmou touÅ a˚ndrovÍ. The woman is the subject, but of course she
is not herself “nullified” or “rendered powerless” (nor does she “fade away,”
“come to an end,” or “get removed”). The woman is subject strictly in her
capacity as the bearer of legal obligations, and it is this status that has been
nullified. Thus, translating woodenly but bringing out the underlying
grammar, this is, “She, in her status as a party operating under contractual
constraints, has experienced a nullifying of the husband’s legal claims.” In
more natural English, it means, “Her legal obligations to her husband have
been nullified.” But the legal significance of katargevw is in this verse obvious;
it refers to laws and obligations being voided. Romans 7:6 uses the passive
of katargevw in precisely the same way, stating that, having died with Christ,
we are released from all obligations to the law (nunµ de; kathrghvqhmen a˚po; touÅ
novmou). As a side note, we should observe that while it is true that in English
one could perhaps say that a nullified legal provision has been “removed,”
this does not mean that katargevw can describe the physical removal of an

34
2 Tim 3:16 similarly asserts that Torah and the rest of the Scriptures continue to function
to instruct believers in principles of right and wrong.
35
C. E. B. Cranfield, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistle to the Romans (ICC;
Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1975) 1:223 asserts that katargevw is Paul’s translation of lfb, to “cease
working” (see Eccl 12:3). While I agree that katargev w essentially has this meaning, I believe
that the meaning of katargevw should be sought in Greek lexicography and not from hypothetical
Hebrew antecedents. See Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (NICNT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1996) 252 n. 37.
36
As Cranfield, Romans 1:240, n. 4, points out, a good analogy for the meaning of kekevnwtai hJ
pÇstiÍ here is 1 Cor 15:14, e√ de; Cristo;Í ou˚k ejghvgertai, keno;n aß ra [kaµ] to; khvrugma hJmΩn, kenh; kaµ
hJ pÇstiÍ uÒmΩn. This, in turn, illustrates the significance of kathvrghtai hJ ejpaggelÇa in Rom 4:14.
37
Dunn, Romans 305, wrongly translates this as “in order that the body of sin might be
done away with.” Thomas R. Schreiner, Romans (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998) 316, cites
H. Frankemölle, Das Taufverständnis des Paulus: Taufe, Tod und Auferstehung nach Röm 6 (SBS
47; Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1970) 76, to the effect that katargevw means to “annihilate”
and that this should not be “watered down” to mean “ineffective.” But the proper thing is to translate the verb as accurately as possible, not as emphatically as possible. Paul’s point is not that the
sΩma is “annihilated” by the cross, a metaphor that is at any rate difficult to make sense of in this
context. Rather, with respect to its ability to dominate a person for sin, the sΩma is made ineffective and powerless (touÅ mhkevti douleuvein hJmaÅÍ t¬Å aÒmartÇç).
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object such as a veil. To make such a claim only demonstrates linguistic
incompetence. One can no more use katargevw with that sense in Greek than
one can meaningfully say in English that a veil has been “nullified.”38
In 1 Cor 1:28, God chooses the “things that are not” so that he might
“nullify (or render impotent) the things that are” (ªna ta; oßnta katarghvs¬).
The substantive ta; oßnta refers to persons and institutions that presently
have power, prestige, wealth, reputed wisdom, and so forth. To “nullify” them
is to render them powerless and to void their claims to status.39 The text
does not mean that they are “destroyed” or “removed.” In 1 Cor 2:6, similarly,
the powers of this age are becoming impotent or nullified (tΩn a˚rcovntwn touÅ
a√ΩnoÍ touvtou tΩn katargoumevnwn). That is, in the face of the power of the
crucified and risen Christ, the powers have lost the ability to set the standards by which the world operates and so to govern the minds of people.
In 1 Cor 6:13, Paul declares ta; br∫mata t¬Å koilÇç kaµ hJ koilÇa to∂Í br∫masin
(“food is for the stomach and the stomach is for food”), oJ de; qeo;Í kaµ tauvthn
kaµ tauÅta katarghvsei. The latter clause is routinely but wrongly translated
that God will “destroy” food and the stomach (e.g. nrsv, esv, and niv). 40 That
is far too violent a rendition for katargevw. 41 The word means that God will
render them inoperative, as their role in preserving the life of the natural
body (which Paul in 1 Cor 15:44 calls the sΩma yucikovn) will be obsolete in
the eschaton. In the new creation, God nullifies the former standards, the
rules by which the old creation functioned. In saying that God will render
food and the stomach inoperative, Paul describes the establishment of a new
order of existence. By failing to translate katargevw properly, one is unable
to see properly the eschatological dimension to Paul’s statement and converts it into an insipid aphorism to the effect that all flesh will one day pass
away, 42 albeit one in which God is strangely spoken of as actively causing this
by “destroying” the stomach. The point is that in the resurrection, which
Paul claims that God will bring about and which he says should be the entire focus of the Christian’s hope, the life of the body will not be sustained
by current natural processes. Therefore, Christians should not unduly focus
on stomach and food now.
38
William R. Baker, “Did the Glory of Moses’ Face Fade? A Reexamination of katargev w in
2 Corinthians 3:7–18,” BBR 10 (2000) 1–15, commits the same fallacy, apparently reasoning that
since to “render something ineffective” is to “block” it from working; the verb can mean to physically
“block” the shining of Moses’ face. This translation is ad hoc; Baker has no evidence that the word
means to “block,” and at any rate this translation is impossible at 2 Cor 3:11, 14.
39
The use of katargevw in conjunction with ta; oßnta is lexicographically helpful. See Anthony C.
Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NIGTC; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) 185–86.
I think that Thiselton is taking “nullify” too literally when he translates it here as “bring to nothing”
(katargevw does not literally carry a connotation of a literal void), but the verb does perfectly suit
the metaphorical significance of ta; oßnta as as a reference to prestige and power.
40
The translation “destroy” is also followed in some scholarly treatments, such as David E.
Garland, 1 Corinthians (BECNT; Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003) 230.
41
Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith 293 n. 42, could hardly get it more wrong than
when he states, “In virtually all Pauline uses of katargein, the reference is to a (potentially violent) bringing-to-an-end.” The verb does not mean “bring to an end” and it carries no implication
of violence.
42
As seen in Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians (Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1975) 110.
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In 1 Cor 13:8–11, Paul uses katargevw four times. The usage in verse 8
might suggest that katargevw and pauvomai are synonymous, with both meaning to “cease” 43 (e≥te de; profhte∂ai, katarghqhvsontai: e≥te glΩssai, pauvsontai
[“whether prophecies—they will become inoperative;44 whether tongues—they
will cease”]). But this conclusion would be erroneous. In the same verse, Paul
says that “love never falls” (hJ a˚gavph ou˚devpote pÇptei). The word katargevw no
more means to “cease” than either it or the word pauvomai mean to “fall”
(pÇptw). Similarly, Rom 4:14 (kekevnwtai hJ pÇstiÍ kaµ kathvrghtai hJ ejpaggelÇa
[“faith has been emptied and the promise has been nullified”]) does not imply
that katargevw indicates physical emptiness (kenovw). In both Romans 4 and
1 Corinthians 13, Paul uses katargevw with words that have some semantic
similarity to it but that are by no means synonymous with it. The point of
katargev w in 1 Cor 13:8–11 is that when the perfect means of knowing
God has come (the direct encounter with him in the resurrection), then all
other modes of knowing him (prophecy, tongues, and the like) will be “nonfunctional.” That is, they will be obsolete, have no operational purpose, and
so will no longer be in use. Prophecy, like tongues, will indeed cease (pauvomai),
but that is not what is conveyed by katargevw. When the child becomes a man,
his former toys may or may not have ceased to exist, but he no longer employs them, and thus they become pointless for him (v. 11, o§te gevgona a˚nhvr,
kathvrghka ta; touÅ nhpÇou [“when I became a man, I let the things of my childhood become idle”]).
In 1 Cor 15:24–26, every authority and power and finally death itself will
be rendered powerless in the resurrection (o§tan katarghvs¬ paÅsan a˚rch;n kaµ
paÅsan ejxousÇan kaµ duvnamin . . . eßscatoÍ ejcqro;Í katarge∂tai oJ qavnatoÍ). This
does not mean that these things will have been “destroyed”; it means that
the powers (the principles that govern this world, including the law and ultimately Satan as the accuser) will have no legal claim over the saints, and
thus that death will have no power to act against them. Paul’s point is not
that death will no longer exist or will have been “removed,” as though it were
a physical presence. His meaning is that Christ’s resurrection nullifies all
claims that the law and death have against the church. That is, the resurrection is an essential element of justification. Analogous usage to 1 Corinthians 15 is found in 2 Tim 1:10 and Heb 2:14. The 2 Timothy text speaks
of Christ as the one who “annulled (the power of) death” (katarghvsantoÍ me;n
to;n qavnaton). Hebrews 2:14 states that Christ in his death made the devil, the
one who held the power of death, powerless (ªna dia; touÅ qanavtou katarghvs¬
to;n to; kravtoÍ eßconta touÅ qanavtou, touÅt’ eßstin to;n diavbolon). In none of these
cases does the word mean “destroy.”
In Galatians, Paul uses katargevw to describe how the power of the gospel
is annulled by reversion to the law. In Gal 3:17, contrasting the giving of the

43
Thiselton, First Corinthians 1061, for example, translates katarghqhvsontai as “will be brought
to an end” alongside of pauvsontai, which he translates as “stop.”
44
Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians 225, actually takes katarghqhvsontai to mean “be destroyed” here,
but this truly makes no sense. What does it mean to say that prophecies are “destroyed”?
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law (Exodus 19–24) with the promise and covenant with Abraham (Genesis 12
and 15), Paul argues that the law that was introduced 430 years after the
covenant with Abraham could not revoke that covenant so as to nullify the
promise (ou˚k a˚kuro∂ e√Í to; katarghÅsai th;n ejpaggelÇan). In Gal 5:4, using a
passive of katargevw that is analogous to the usage in Romans 7, he argues
that any Christian who seeks justification by the law—that is, by becoming
a proselyte—has annulled the benefits of knowing Christ (kathrghvqhte a˚po;
CristouÅ, oªtineÍ ejn novmå dikaiouÅsqe). Once again, the individual is the grammatical subject of the verb, but it is the effectual status of being a beneficiary
of the grace of Christ that is actually annulled. Expansively translating it,
the verse means, “All of you who seek to be justified by the law have undergone a cancellation of the benefits of Christ under the new covenant.”45 In
Gal 5:11, Paul similarly asserts that if he preached circumcision along with
his preaching of Christ, then the scandal of the cross, as well as its power,
would be rendered non-functional (aßra kathvrghtai to; skavndalon touÅ staurouÅ).
That is, if Paul preached that one must proselytize if one wishes to join the
people of God, he would not offend any of his Jewish opponents, but baptism
into Christ would lose all significance and effect.
The usage of katargevw in Eph 2:15 is distinctive, as it concerns the requirements of Judaism that function as a boundary between Jew and Gentile.
Christ created a unified people of God by annulling 46 the law with its stipulations (to;n novmon tΩn ejntolΩn ejn dovgmasin katarghvsaÍ). The word katargevw
does not imply a physical removal of a barrier, analogous to the destruction
of a wall. The metaphor of the dividing wall is employed in verse 14, but this
is governed not by katargevw but by lunw, the clause being kaµ to; mesovtoicon
touÅ fragmouÅ luvsaÍ (“and he has brought down the partition barrier”). But in
verse 15, the meaning is that the stipulations of the law, the requirements of
Judaism that actually separated Jew from Gentile, have been legally nullified.
A very different but lexically helpful usage appears at 2 Thess 2:8. This
text speaks of the “lawless one” (oJ aß nomoÍ) whom Christ will remove by the
breath of his mouth and render powerless by the appearance of his presence
(o¶n oJ kuvrioÍ a˚nele∂ tåÅ pneuvmati touÅ stovmatoÍ au˚touÅ kaµ katarghvsei t¬Å ejpifaneÇç thÅÍ parousÇaÍ au˚touÅ). The second clause, governed by katargevw, is not
synonymous with the first, governed by a˚nairevw (“remove”). The two clauses

45
As elsewhere, scholars and translators here abuse katargevw with ad hoc, unprecedented,
and groundless translations. Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians (WBC 41; Dallas: Word, 1990) 228,
translates this as “you . . . are alienated from Christ.” English translations variously have “cut . . .
off ” (nrsv), “separated” (njb), “severed” (esv), etc. The verb does not mean to be “alienated” or
“cut off ” or the like.
46
Here, katargevw is often translated as “abolish,” and this is acceptable so long as one remembers
that it has this meaning in a context of law or fixed policy. But scholars abuse the verb by illegitimately transferring the meaning “abolish” to an unsuitable context. Thus, Andrew T. Lincoln,
Ephesians (WBC 42; Dallas: Word, 1990) 128, reconstructs what he believes to be the original
hymn behind the Ephesians text and creates the line th;n eßcqran katarghvsaÍ, which he translates
in his rewritten verse 15 as “having abolished . . . the hostility” (p. 123). But it would be peculiar
indeed to have eßcqra as the direct object of katargevw. Lincoln’s reading is a particularly egregious
but not atypical example of the misunderstanding and misuse of katargevw in Christian scholarship.
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speak of two different matters. The first is indeed a removal, and is accomplished by a divine word of judgment (“by the breath of his mouth”). The
second is the nullification of certain claims, and is accomplished by the mere
presence of the true Christ (“by the visible manifestation of his arrival” [t¬Å
ejpifaneÇç thÅÍ parousÇaÍ au˚touÅ]). This usage, in which a person is “nullified,”
is analogous to what we see in Romans 7: just as the widow is “nullified” with
respect to her legal obligations to her late husband, so the lawless one is
“nullified” with respect to his messianic claims. The point is not the physical
destruction 47 or removal of the person. In the case of the lawless one, it is
that his pretense of being a savior is abruptly rendered void by the parousia
of the actual Christ.
We have not yet considered 2 Corinthians 3, but our conclusion thus far
is that katargevw is in no place correctly translated as “remove,” “destroy,” or
“come to an end,” much less to “fade away.” Had Paul in 2 Cor 3:7 meant that
the glow on Moses’ face was fading out, the proper word to use would have
been maraÇnw. This is a common Greek verb; it is used of a fire that fades
out, as in Homer, Iliad 23.228: thÅmoÍ purka∑h; ejmaraÇneto, pauvsato de; flovx
(“then the pyre faded out; the fire ceased”). The term maraÇnw can, then,
refer to anything that gradually fades away. It can be used intransitively (to
“fade out”) in the passive voice or transitively (to “make something fade
away”) in the active. The chorus in Sophocles’ Ajax 714 sings pavnq’ oJ mevgaÍ
crovnoÍ maraÇnei (“Great Time makes all things fade”). The word was extant
in NT times and appears in Jas 1:11, where the withering of vegetation under
the sun’s heat is the analogy for how, in the passage of time, the wealthy with
all their business dealings fade away (ou§ twÍ kaµ oJ plouvsioÍ ejn ta∂Í poreÇaiÍ
au˚touÅ maranqhvsetai). Throughout Greek literature, maraÇnw is used of fires
dying, of beauty fading, of rivers drying up, of flowers withering, and of winds
and waves abating, 48 and it was entirely suited to Paul’s meaning if he had
he wanted to say that the glow on Moses’ face was fading out. Similarly,
we already know what word Paul used to signify the “removal” of a veil:
periairevw (2 Cor 3:16). Thus, it is highly improbable that Paul uses katargevw
in 2 Corinthians 3 with the anomalous meanings “fade away,” “come to an
end,” or “remove.”
2. The meaning of 2 Cor 3:7–18. The structure of this text is not complicated. First, Paul asserts that the old covenant had surprisingly great
“glory” (considering that it was the “ministry of condemnation”), but that
the new covenant has far greater glory. Thus, it is foolish to have a ministry
that is based upon the “letter” that was subject to cancellation, the old covenant (vv. 7–11). Then, Paul contrasts Moses’ veiling of his face before the
Israelites (vv. 12–15) with his unveiling of his face before YHWH (vv. 16–
18). In the former case, he speaks of two counterparts: the ancient Israelites,

47
F. F. Bruce, 1 & 2 Thessalonians (WBC 45; Waco, TX: Word, 1982) 172, translates katargevw
here (without comment) as “bring to an end.”
48
LSJ, “maraÇnw.”
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whose hardened hearts kept them from understanding the significance of
Moses’ face and forced him to put on the veil (vv. 12–14a), and Paul’s opponents, who likewise have hardened hearts that have effectively given them
an internal veil when they read Moses (vv. 14b–15). Both parties are cut off
from the glory of God. Similarly, the final section (vv. 16–18) speaks of two
counterparts: Moses unveiled in the presence of the Lord, and new covenant
believers unveiled in the presence of the Lord. Both parties experience the
transformative glory.
a. Glory within the two covenants: verses 7–11. Paul begins in verse 7 by
speaking of how even “the ministry of death, engraved in letters on stone”
had glory. His harsh description of the law reflects his overall view that,
people being the fallible creatures that they are, the Sinai covenant of itself
had no real hope of success. But this is certainly not a description of the
ministry of Moses himself; the whole of Moses’ efforts in Exodus 32–34 were
directed toward obtaining forgiveness for Israel, as described above. Far
from being a minister of death, Moses pleaded for the lives of the Israelites
(Exod 32:11–14, 31; 33:16–17; 34:9). But Moses, the one who carried down
the Law engraved in stone, still represents the Sinai covenant, and it is in
that context that the “glory” in his face was part of the “ministry of death”
and “condemnation.” It was “glory”—obtaining mercy from God—but in the
context of a covenant that in the end could not save.
Furthermore, the “glory” in Moses’ face is not to be defined as the glow
he had; that glow was a visible manifestation of the glory, an epiphenomenon
and not the thing itself. In every other case where Paul speaks of glory in
this text, it belongs to either the old or the new covenant and not to Moses
personally. In the first half of verse 7, when he says that the old covenant (hJ
diakonÇa touÅ qanavtou) came into existence “with glory” (ejn dovx¬), the “glory”
is certainly not Moses’ shining face; it is a feature of the covenant. Similarly,
in verse 8, the new covenant (hJ diakonÇa touÅ pneuvmatoÍ [“the ministry of the
Spirit”]) comes with glory. In verse 9, too, glory is an attribute of both covenants. We see the same again in verse 10, which describes the old covenant
as “the thing that had been glorified” (to; dedoxasmevnon). In verse 11, context
demands that to; katargouvmenon (“the thing becoming null and void”) and to;
mevnon (“the abiding thing”) refer respectively to the old and new covenants,49
and both of them are characterized by dovxa (“glory”).
In verse 7, therefore, the glory that is called th;n katargoumevnhn is a glory
that is located within to; katargouvmenon, the old covenant, in verse 11. The
participle katargoumevnhn is feminine in verse 7 because it is used adjectivally
with dovxa; it is “the old covenant glory of his face.” In other words, the language alludes forward to the substantive use of katargouvmenon in verse 11.
It does not literally mean that the glory is being nullified. By analogy, one
could say, “The glory of Old Kingdom Egypt was founded in a despotic, theocratic state. One can still see that despotic glory in the pyramids.” Even
though the grammar of the latter sentence strictly identifies “glory” as the
49

See Belleville, 2 Corinthians 101.
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despotic thing and makes the pyramids the locus of that glory, it does not
really mean that either glory or the pyramids were despotic. It means that
the Old Kingdom’s glory, made visible in the pyramids, was founded upon a
despotic system. One must distinguish between grammar and rhetoric. The
glow in Moses’ face by synecdoche represented the glory of the old covenant,
but it was the covenant, not the glow, that was “becoming null and void.”
More profoundly, we cannot understand this passage if we think of “glory”
as something spectacular (fire, thunder, earthquake, a great shining light,
or a glowing face). When Paul speaks of the old covenant’s “glory” in verse 7,
he does not have in mind the fire and earthquake of Sinai (Exodus 19)—things
that, like the fire and earthquake that Elijah experienced on Sinai, did not
really convey the meaning of YHWH’s presence (1 Kgs 19:11–12). He is thinking of Moses’ direct experience with the divine presence in Exod 34:6–8, 28,
34. What Paul describes and what he himself now displays “unveiled” before
the nations is the goodness of God. Paul calls this “glory” because of the context of Exodus 33–34. Moses at Exod 33:18 asked for a vision of YHWH’s glory
(d/Bk:) as a source of reassurance. YHWH responded to Moses in Exodus 33–
34 by demonstrating to him his “goodness” (Bwf), which, as described above, is
fundamentally his grace and saving compassion (Exod 34:6–7). Paul speaks
of the reception of grace as “glory” (dovxa) not just because it was visually reflected in Moses’ face but because it alludes to the specific words of Moses’
request (“Show me your glory”). But what Paul calls “glory” is equivalent to
what Exod 33:19 calls “goodness” (Bwf) and to what C. S. Lewis routinely
called “joy.” It is divine love that reclaims the human soul.
But since even the “ministry of death” came about with an experience of
this kind of “glory,” the new covenant, a ministry of life, must have correspondingly greater “glory,” a point that Paul goes to some lengths to establish
(vv. 8–11). He asserts that what had been glorified now has no glory at all
in comparison to the present glory of the new covenant (v. 10). But again, this
does not mean that the new covenant is somehow more dazzling than the old,
as though it were a matter of a 200-watt light bulb being compared to a 15watt light bulb. The greater “glory” is the release of the power of the Spirit.
It is the fact that access to the transformative grace of God, an experience
that Moses alone had in Exodus 34, is now made universal.
We should also reevaluate the meaning of ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei in verse 10.
It is sometimes translated as “in this case,”50 but the evidence for this translation is rather thin. The word mevroÍ essentially refers to a “part” (of a larger
whole) or a “turn” (within a rotation of events, duties, or a given sequence).
It can refer to one’s share in something (Rev 20:6). In a geographical description, ta; mevrh (“the parts”) refers to a “region” within a larger territory
(Mark 8:10). Used of people, it describes a part (of a larger group) that has
something in common, be it a common ideology (Acts 23:9) or occupation
(Acts 19:27). The meaning “part” can also be used for taking part in a task.
Polybius, describing his willingness to take on the task of writing a history of Rome and the Punic Wars, states that if someone else had had been
50

Following BDAG, “mevroÍ,” 1.B.q.
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willing to do this, polu; ga;r a˙n h•tton eßgwge pro;Í touÅto to; mevroÍ ejfilotimhvqhn
(“I would have been much less ambitious for this share [in the task of writing a history]”; Histories 1.4.2). From this, one might conclude that mevroÍ
sometimes means “business” or “matter.” Although this is a possible translation, it is not precise, since the idea of having a “share” of something is
fundamental to the word’s meaning. 51 One should be careful about claiming without qualification that the word means “matter” or “case.”52 For the
more neutral meaning “matter,” without any implication of a “part” or
“share,” praÅgma or lovgoÍ would be a better equivalent (Matt 18:19; Mark
9:10; Acts 15:6).
On the other hand, the meaning “turn” is appropriate in a phrase such
as a˚na; mevroÍ (“in turn”; 1 Cor 14:27). Similar usage is seen, for example, in
Herodotus 3.69.6, speaking of a harem woman whose turn has come to go to
bed with the ruler: ejpeÇte au˚thÅÍ mevroÍ ejgÇneto thÅÍ a˚pÇxioÍ para; to;n Mavgon
(“when it became her turn for being with the Magus”). Also, in Aeschylus,
Agamemnon 290–291 we read:
oJ d’ ouß ti mevllwn ou˚d’ a˚frasmovnwÍ u§ pnå
nik∫menoÍ parhÅken a˚ggevlou mevroÍ
And he, neither delaying nor senselessly by sleep
overcome, did not neglect his turn as a messenger.
But at 2 Cor 3:10, “in this matter” (or “in this case”) is the standard translation of ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei. Analogous language in the NT appears at 2 Cor 9:3
and Col 2:16. The former has eßpemya de; tou;Í a˚delfouvÍ, ªna mh; to; kauvchma
hJmΩn to; uÒpe;r uÒmΩn kenwq¬Å ejn tåÅ mevrei touvtå, and this verse is the best candidate for a translation such as “in this matter.” But a more precise interpretation would be, “But I have sent the brothers so that our boasting about
you would not prove hollow in this (your) share (of the business of collecting
a donation).” Such a rendition is well in accord with standard Greek usage.

51
A similar example from Polybius appears at 18.35: kat’ √dÇan mevntoi ge perµ pleiovnwn a˚ndrΩn
ejn ÔR∫m¬ qarrh;saim’ a˙n a˚pofh;nasqai diovti duvnantai th;n pÇstin ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei diafulavttein (“And
indeed I might dare say that privately the majority of men in Rome would show that they are able
to maintain honesty in this particular”). He is speaking of the traditional Roman aversion to taking
bribes during the early days of the Republic. Here, ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei can be translated “in this particular,” but one should understand that it specifically refers to a part of a larger whole (in this
case, the matter of bribe-taking as one part of the larger realm of public duties and ethics).
52
An example that is wrongly cited (in BAGD, “mevroÍ,” 1.B.q) as meaning “in this matter” is
Josephus, Antiquities 15:61 tav ge mh;n e√Í th;n polutevleian thÅÍ ejkforaÅÍ kaµ maÅllon ejpedeÇxato pollh;n
me;n th;n paraskeuh;n perÇ te ta;Í qhvkaÍ kaµ to; plhÅqoÍ tΩn qumiamavtwn poihsavmenoÍ polu;n de; sugkataqavptwn kovsmon wÒÍ ejkplhÅxai to; luphro;n thÅÍ ejn ta∂Í gunaixµn a˚lghdovnoÍ kaµ paramuqhvsasqai touvtå tåÅ
mevrei (“And in fact, the things that tended toward excess in the funeral also functioned rather to
display that he had made great preparation about the caskets and about the abundance of incense
and also to display a great volume of burial goods, and so through sheer amazement to drive away
the pain of grief in the women and by this aspect of the affair to give comfort”). Here, touvtå tåÅ
mevrei does not broadly mean “in this matter.” It is instrumental and means that “by this aspect
of the affair” of Herod’s overall scheme of murdering Aristobulus (that is, by the elaborate funeral)
Herod was able to deflect public outrage and suspicion away from himself.

the translation and interpretation of 2 corinthians 3

749

That is, it does not refer in some broad sense to a “matter” or a “business” but
more specifically to the “share” or “part” Corinth has in raising the Jerusalem
offering.
The latter occurrence, Col 2:16 (Mh; ou® n tiÍ uÒmaÅÍ krinevtw ejn br∫sei kaµ ejn
povsei h˙ ejn mevrei eJorthÅÍ h˙ neomhnÇaÍ h˙ sabbavtwn), means, “So let no one judge
you in regard to food and drink or in regard to a festival cycle or a new moon
[cycle] or [a cycle] of Sabbaths.” The phrase ejn mevrei eJorthÅÍ does not mean
“with regard to a festival” (esv; other translations are similar). The preposition ejn without the use of mevroÍ already means “in regard to,” as in the
example ejn br∫sei, which plainly means “in regard to food.” Rather, ejn mevrei
eJ o rthÅ Í ktl. refers to the observance of an annual progression of feasts,
new moons, or Sabbaths; this usage, translated above as “cycle,” follows the
standard meaning of “turn” for mevroÍ.
For 2 Cor 3:10, therefore, a translation such as “in this case” is not as
well attested as one might suppose, and at any rate it is not at all clear
what “in this case” means in this context. 53 But the meaning of verse 10 is
actually clarified by what follows, as implied by ga;r (“since”) in verse 11.
The latter verse points to a distinction between the cancellation of the old
covenant (to; katargouvmenon) and the appearance of the new (and abiding)
covenant (to; mevnon). This indicates that in verse 10 ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei is concerned with the change from one era to another. That is, ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei is
“in this turn” and it refers to the coming of the present era of the new covenant. This is in contrast to the previous era of Sinai, which is by implication
ejn ejkeÇnå tåÅ mevrei (“in that turn”). “When ou• toÍ and ejke∂noÍ refer to two things
before mentioned, ejke∂noÍ prop. belongs to the more remote, in time, place,
or thought, ou• toÍ to the nearer.” 54 The implied contrast I am suggesting has
an analogy in Xenophon, Cyropaedia 6.1.11, where ejn tåÅ mevrei ejkeÇnå means
“in that (my) turn”: 55 e√ d’ aß peisin ejk thÅÍ c∫raÍ, dhÅlon o§ti oJ me;n ÂssuvrioÍ

53
Edmund Hill, “The Construction of Three Passages from St. Paul,” CBQ 23 (1961) 296–301,
fairly wrenches the verse from context and asserts that Paul is contrasting two things within the
new covenant: “the service of condemnation” and “the service of justice” (pp. 299–301). To sustain
this, he gives a translation of verse 10 that is, to me, incoherent: “Though in fact, the thing glorified in this (latter) case has not been (manifestly) glorified, because its glory is so overwhelming”
(p. 300). Yet another view is William J. Dumbrell, “Paul’s Use of Exodus 34 in 2 Corinthians 3,”
in God who is Rich in Mercy (ed. David Broughton Knox, Peter Thomas O’Brien, and David Gilbert
Peterson; Grand Rapids: Lancer, 1986) 186, who interprets ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei as “for in this respect
(that is, with respect to the power to confer righteousness and life).” But the translation relies on
the dubious rendering in Col 2:16 as a precedent, and the accompanying interpretation reads too
much into the text. Lambrecht, Second Corinthians 51, prefers “in this case” as a translation and
takes it to mean, “in comparison with” the new covenant glory. Martin, 2 Corinthians 64, provides
some rationale for this interpretation. He accepts the meaning “in this case” and explains that
this means “as far as concerns the glory of the Gospel.” From this, he translates ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei
eªneken thÅÍ uÒperballouvshÍ dovxhÍ as “compared with the surpassing glory” (p. 57). But the reasoning
is strained and the translation is impossible. Neither the English “in this case” nor the Greek ejn
touvtå tåÅ mevrei means “in comparison with.”
54
LSJ, “ejke∂noÍ.”
55
The translation “in my turn” is not original to me but is employed by Walter Miller in Xenophon,
Cyropaedia (trans. Walter Miller; 2 vols.; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1914) 2:127.
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a˚napneuvsetai, ou˚ tÇnwn poina;Í h•n te uÒmaÅÍ ejpeceÇrhsen a˚dike∂n kaµ h•n ejme; ejpoÇhsen: ejgø de; ejn tåÅ mevrei ejkeÇnå pavlin d∫sw dÇkhn o§ti uÒm∂n fÇloÍ ejgenovmhn (“But
if he leaves the country now, it is clear that the Assyrian will breathe a sigh
of relief at there not being any penalties for the wrongs he has attempted to
do to you and for those which he has done me. But I, in my turn, shall pay
the penalty to him since I have been your ally”). In this instance, the implied
ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei refers the nearer event, the “turn” of retribution that the
Assyrian will escape, and the stated ejn ejkeÇnå tåÅ mevrei refers to the more
distant event, the Assyrian’s subsequent retribution against the speaker. In
2 Corinthians 3, therefore, the phrase ejn touvtå tåÅ mevrei could be translated
as “when [the new covenant] had its turn.” We should note that the two meanings “part” and “turn” for mevroÍ are not as far apart as they appear to be in
English. Each covenant, both the old and the new, has a “part” in the history
of salvation, and the “turn” of the new comes after the old.
Verse 11 sets two things in contrast to one another. These are the Sinai
covenant, which is to; katargouvmenon (“the thing becoming null and void”),
and the new covenant, which is to; mevnon (“the thing remaining in force”). The
verb mevnw here is the opposite of katargenw and, used of a covenant, means
to “remain in force.” Analogous usage is in Herodotus 4.201.3: katevrrhxan de;
touÅde eªneka th;n ejpoÇhsan gevfuran, ªna ejmpedorkevoien, tamovnteÍ to∂si BarkaÇoisi
crovnon mevnein a√eµ to; o§rkion o§son a˙n hJ ghÅ mevn¬ kata; tovte eπce: katarrhvxasi de;
ou˚kevti eßmene to; o§rkion kata; c∫rhn: “They broke down the causeway they had
made for this reason, that that they might [formally] keep the terms of their
oath, since they had made a covenant with the Barcaeans that the oath would
remain in force (mevnein) for so long a time as the land maintained the status
it had at the time [that the covenant was made]. But since they had broken
down [the causeway,] the oath no longer remained in force (ou˚kevti eßmene) with
respect to the territory.” 56 In the Herodotus text tevmnw, like the Hebrew trk,
means “to make a covenant,” and mev n w refers to its terms remaining in
force. In 2 Corinthians 3, similarly, the contrast between to; katargouvmenon
and to; mevnon concerns one covenant that is cancelled and another that remains in force. 57
In 2 Cor 3:11, to; katargouv m enon is a pejorative circumlocution for the
old covenant, and every use of katargenw in this chapter points toward the
old covenant. The usage is consistent and evidently proceeds from Paul’s
theological conviction that the old covenant has been annulled by the new,
but this terminology also flows from the narrative of Exodus 32–34 itself,
where YHWH comes very near to cancelling the Sinai covenant (by killing
all the Israelites!). From this standpoint, to; katargouvmenon might be translated as “(the covenant) subject to cancellation,” since the exodus narrative
shows that it came perilously close to cancellation even before the arrival of

56
Herodotus is describing how the Persians conquered the Barcaeans by trickery, keeping the
letter but not the spirit of a treaty they had made.
57
The reb confuses the reader badly by translating to; katargouvmenon in verse 11 as “what was
to fade away,” suggesting that Paul has the glow on Moses’ face in mind.
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the new covenant. For Paul, this sets old covenant against the covenant that
is mevnon, “not subject to cancellation.”
We have noted that Paul describes the old covenant in extraordinarily
negative terms. It is the “letter” that “kills” (v. 6), “the ministry of death”
(v. 7), “the ministry of condemnation” (v. 9), and the “thing that was in process of becoming null and void” (v. 11). Only once is it described in positive
language, as “the thing that had been glorified” (to; dedoxasmevnon; v. 10), but
even that is negated by Paul’s claim that it turned out to have no glory at all
(kaµ ga;r ou˚ dedovxastai to; dedoxasmevnon). On the other hand, Paul does use
neutral, non-pejorative language to refer to the actual text of Torah, calling
it “the old covenant” (v. 14) and “Moses” (v. 15). In short, Paul distinguishes
Torah (a canonical text) from the Sinai covenant (a pedagogue-like rod for
chastising Israel, an agent of judgment and death, a covenant that could not
justify the sinner, and above all, a temporary arrangement).
However, this concept of the death-dealing function of the old covenant is
not so much taught here as it is presumed. It is the premise, not the thesis,
of 2 Corinthians 3. The astounding thing, and the main point at this stage
of Paul’s argument, is that even this covenant, the “ministry of death,” came
with the “glory” of Moses’ direct encounter with God’s mercy. So then, we can
better understand why Paul repeatedly speaks of the deadly effects of the
old covenant and also why he so emphatically insists that the new covenant
has greater glory. The forgiveness of sins, the knowledge of God, and the new
heart make up the very definition and function of the new covenant (Isa 11:9;
Jer 31:31–34; Ezek 36:26), just as death and condemnation make up the
essence of the old. Paul is not simply making an a fortiori argument because
he is schooled in rabbinical rhetoric. 58 His meaning is that we get a glimpse
of “glory,” the transformative work of the Spirit, even in the deadly context of
the old covenant, but that the full expression of “glory” is in the new, where
life and forgiveness is of the essence.
To summarize: “glory” in this passage is the transformative grace of God
that is displayed within the two covenants; it is not a glowing face or any other
superficial splendor. As such, the “glory” of verse 7 is Moses’ experience of
God’s grace on Mt. Sinai in the course of his pleading for Israel’s forgiveness,
and this glory was reflected in his shining face. This reflection of glory shone
so brightly in Moses’ face that the Israelites could not look at it. This brilliance demonstrates that even the old covenant, although a ministry of condemnation, did have a substantial amount of “glory.” Even so, that glory was
experienced under the constraints of a covenant that was deadly and “becoming void.” The new covenant is a ministry of life, and thus it by definition
has far more “glory.” This greater glory is the fact that the new covenant is
abiding, not dependent on human ability, writes its precepts on the heart,
and carries a sure offer of forgiveness and life. Paul does not claim that the
shining of Moses’ face was fading away.
58
It is seemingly de rigueur for commentaries on 2 Corinthians to observe that Paul uses a qal
vahomer (“lesser to greater”) argument in 3:7–11. But this tells us nothing; it is only a label for
a rhetorical device. The critical question is why he does it.
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b. Paul’s open ministry and Moses’ veil: verses 12–14a. In verse 12, Paul
directly addresses his opponents’ charges. He can employ boldness, he says,
because he is a minister of the new covenant. The greater “glory” of that
covenant gives him a superior “hope” to believe in and proclaim. He therefore does not need to be embarrassed about his role as an envoy of Christ in
dealing with his churches (that is, Paul does not employ a metaphorical veil).
What Moses had to conceal can now be openly displayed. If Paul were to
proclaim the new covenant in a way that wrapped it in the Sinai covenant—
as his Jewish opponents did—he would in effect be concealing the glory of
the new covenant in a veil.
The second half of verse 13, however, is notoriously difficult. Paul says that
Moses put on the veil so that the Israelites would not stare e√Í to; tevloÍ touÅ
katargoumevnou. This could be translated literally as “into the end of the thing
being nullified.” If one were to stretch the meaning of katargevw to an unreasonable degree, one could claim that the “thing being nullified” is the glow
on Moses’ face and so render the clause to mean that Moses “put a veil over
his face to keep the Israelites from gazing at it while the radiance was
fading away” (niv). But this is impossible. Apart from the anomalous usage
of katargevw, if Paul had simply meant that Moses put on the veil so that the
Israelites should not gape until the glow “faded away,” one would expect a
clause such as e§wÍ a˙n maranq¬Å. 59 If he had meant that Moses did not want
them to see the fact that the glowing would “fade away,” Paul should have
used o§ti maranq¬Å. Using e√Í to; tevloÍ touÅ katargoumevnou would be a very odd
way to say either. In other words, if Paul meant what the niv and other translations indicate, his choice of words was semantically unnatural, contrary to
his usual usage, and very cumbersome. What remains at issue, therefore, is
the meaning of the prepositional phrase e√Í to; tevloÍ (“into the end”) and the
referent for touÅ katargoumevnou (“of the thing being nullified”).
In and of itself, the prepositional phrase e√Í to; tevloÍ (or without the article,
e√Í tevloÍ) simply means “utterly,” “completely,” “for the long run,” or “forever.”
That is, to do something “to the end” is to do it “completely” or “forever.” In
the lxx of Josh 3:16, the waters of the Jordan ceased flowing e√Í to; tevloÍ,
“completely.” In the lxx of Gen 46:4, God promises Jacob that he will bring
him back up from Egypt e√Í tevloÍ, “forever,” meaning that Israel will never
again have to sojourn in Egypt. In Josh 8:24, the Israelites defeated their
enemies and pursued them e√Í tevloÍ, “utterly,” that is, not allowing stragglers
to escape alive. In lxx Ps 9:19, the poor will not be forgotten e√Í tevloÍ, “forever.” Nor is this usage confined to Septuagintal Greek; there are similar
examples in classical literature, such as Euripides, Iphigenia in Aulis 161:
qnhtΩn d’ oßlbioÍ ejÍ tevloÍ ou˚deµÍ (“no one of mortals is forever happy”).
Every other usage of e√Í tevloÍ in the NT has a similar meaning. Matthew
10:22 (also Matt 24:13 and Mark 13:13) has oJ de; uÒpomeÇnaÍ e√Í tevloÍ ou• toÍ

59
This language is used, for example, in Byzantine texts of equine veterinary medicine of the
third to fifth centuries that describe various ointments one should apply to a wound or injury
“until it fades away” (e§wÍ a˙n maranq¬Å). See Hippiatrica Cantabrigiensia 99.1.4–5 (TLG 0738.006).
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swqhvsetai, “the one who has endured steadfastly will be saved.” Because e√Í
tevloÍ can here be understood in a fairly literal rendering, “unto (the) end,”
interpreters have not recognized that this is a standard Greek idiom for
doing something with constancy or completely. It is the idiomatic usage that
accounts for the lack of the article here; e√Í tev l oÍ of itself does not mean
“until the end of the present age.” In the parable of the persistent widow
(Luke 18:5), the unjust judge says that he will take care of her problem “so
that she not keep coming forever and wear me out” (ªna mh; e√Í tevloÍ ejrcomevnh
uÒpwpiavz¬ me). John 13:1 says of Jesus that “having loved his own in the world,
he loved them to the uttermost” (a˚gaphvsaÍ tou;Í √dÇouÍ tou;Í ejn tåÅ kovsmå e√Í
tevloÍ hjgavphsen au˚touvÍ). Here, e√Í tevloÍ does not strictly mean that he loved
them to the end of his life, although that is implied as well. It is adverbial,
meaning that he loved them steadfastly and completely. In eßfqasen de; ejp’
au˚tou;Í hJ ojrgh; e√Í tevloÍ (1 Thess 2:16), although e√Í tevloÍ could possibly mean
that the wrath of God has overtaken them “at last” (as many translations
have it), 60 it probably means, “The wrath of God has overtaken them completely” (meaning that there is no escape). The only appearance of the phrase
e√Í to; tevloÍ (with the article) in the NT is at 2 Cor 3:13, but the presence of
the article on touÅ katargoumevnou explains this, and it does not modify the
meaning.
The object at which the Israelites were staring is self-evident: it was Moses’
glowing face. But Paul’s language in 2 Corinthians 3 is elliptical, not explicitly
mentioning what is obvious, and we must supply “Moses’ face” as the object of
people’s staring. Apart from the addition of the participle touÅ katargoumevnou,
in fact, Paul is asserting no more than Exodus 34 itself asserts: Moses put
a veil on his face so that the people, whether in fascination or in horror,
would not keep looking at it. If he had simply written pro;Í to; mh; a˚tenÇsai
tou;Í u¥ou;Í ∆Israh;l e√Í tevloÍ, it would mean no more than “so that the Israelites would not keep on staring (at his face).” As it is, however, Paul does add
touÅ katargoumevnou.
Since verse 11 already identifies to; katargouvmenon as the old covenant,
touÅ katargoumev n ou surely refers to the same thing. Like the phrase “the
ministry of death,” it is a circumlocution for the old covenant. To someone
who understands the Greek idiom and the contextual meaning of to; katargouvmenon, therefore, pro;Í to; mh; a˚tenÇsai tou;Í u¥ou;Í ∆Israh;l e√Í to; tevloÍ touÅ
katargoumevnou means, “so that the Israelites would not stare at Moses’ face
forever—right up to the very end of the old covenant.” This is hyperbole,
and Paul does not literally mean that, apart from the veil, the Israelites

60
LSJ, “e√Í,” A.II.2, lists the meaning “at last” for e√Í tevloÍ, citing Herodotus 3.40, but this is
misleading as it pertains to 1 Thess 2:16. The latter text, as it appears in English translations
(niv, nrsv, etc.), uses “at last” as an exclamation for “finally,” as in “the wrath of God has finally
overtaken them!” The njb translates it as “finally,” and the esv includes the exclamation point.
The Herodotus text reads, ou˚devna gavr kw lovgå oπda a˚kouvsaÍ o§stiÍ ejÍ tevloÍ ou˚ kakΩÍ ejteleuvthse
provrrizoÍ, eu˚tucevwn ta; pavnta (“From all I have heard, I don’t yet know of any man successful in
everything who did not at the end perish terribly, roots and all”). Here, ejÍ tevloÍ refers to the final
outcome of a man’s life and is not an exclamatory “finally!”
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would have kept staring at Moses’ face forever, until the old covenant itself
had become obsolete. However, Paul also sees a deeper, theological significance to the event; this, too, explains the seemingly peculiar addition of touÅ
katargoumevnou.
It is probable, in fact, that Paul’s language is deliberately ambiguous—
something that is natural and easy with e√Í to; tevloÍ but unnatural and forced
in English translation. Because the word tevloÍ also has a teleological meaning (“purpose, goal”), the phrase e√Í to; tevloÍ touÅ katargoumevnou could mean
either “until the termination of ” or “into the purpose of ” the old covenant.
In the latter sense, Paul would not be saying that Moses was trying to hide
from Israel some ultimate purpose of the old covenant, as though, as some
have suggested, Moses was concealing the “pre-existent Christ.”61 But in a
more immediate sense, the purpose (tevloÍ) of the old covenant was that
people might know God. That was, after all, the whole point of the Israelite
experience of coming out of Egypt, making their way to Sinai, and entering
into covenant with YHWH: that they should become YHWH’s people and that
YHWH should be their God (Exod 6:7). This was surely Moses’ desire, as expressed in the Torah that Paul read: “So circumcise your hearts, and do not
stiffen your neck any longer!” (Deut 10:16). More to the point is Moses’ exasperated wish in Num 11:29: “If only all YHWH’s people were prophets! If only
YHWH would put his Spirit upon them!” Paul possibly even had Num 11:29
in mind as he wrote 2 Corinthians 3, since he identifies the “Lord” (YHWH)
as the “Spirit” at verse 17.
The idea of Paul using tevloÍ in a twofold sense of both “end” and “goal”
may seem overly subtle, but Paul seems to do this very thing in two other
places. In Rom 6:22, Paul states doulwqevnteÍ de; tåÅ qeåÅ eßcete to;n karpo;n uÒmΩn
e√Í aÒgiasmovn (“having been brought into service to God you obtain the fruit
that leads to your holiness”) to; de; tevloÍ zwh;n a√∫nion. This last phrase can
equally mean “and (at) the end, (you obtain) eternal life” or “and (as) the goal,
(you obtain) eternal life.” Similarly, Rom 10:4, tevloÍ ga;r novmou Cristo;Í e√Í
dikaiosuvnhn pantµ tåÅ pisteuvonti, can equally mean that “Christ providing
righteousness for everyone who believes” is the “termination of the law” or
is the “purpose of the law.” The translator needs to make a decision about
how to render tevloÍ, but this does not mean the Greek reader felt such a
tension, for it was all the same word to him or her. 62
In short, the veil was put in place so that the Israelites would not be forever (e√Í to; tevloÍ) staring at Moses’ face, but it was also Moses’ resignation
to the fact that the Israelites would never see into the real purpose (e√Í to;
tevloÍ) of having a covenant with God, even when it was quite literally shining
like a beacon in front of them. Their focus on the physical phenomenon of a
glowing face was blinding them to the whole reason for coming to Sinai, that
they might become God’s special possession (Exod 19:5). With this under-

61
A. T. Hanson, “The Midrash in II Corinthians 3: A Reconsideration,” JSNT 9 (1980) 2–28.
See Belleville, Reflections of Glory 1991, 201, for other proposed purposes.
62
The same intentional exploitation of the word’s double meaning may apply to ta; tev l h in
1 Cor 10:11.
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standing, therefore, to; tevloÍ touÅ katargoumevnou almost certainly does have a
secondary meaning: “the real intent of the old covenant.” The Israelites,
because of their hardness of heart, could not see the glory of life in the
Spirit, the very thing Moses’ face reflected, but were instead distracted by
the glowing itself. And so Moses had no choice but to don the veil. This is
the greater theological meaning that Paul perceives in the event.
As described above, the glow on Moses’ face was evidence of divine mercy
in response to Moses’ appeals and reflected the goodness of God. Moses
certainly did not wear the veil because he thought that the glow of his face
endangered the Israelites or exposed them to the wrath of God (contrary to
some expositors 63). That is, even within the soon-to-be-voided old covenant
(touÅ katargoumevnou) there was a revelation of the grace of God. But to the
Israelites, it was just a freakish phenomenon, a man with a glowing face,
and for Moses it was better to cover the face than have the people either
upset by it or leering at it. Paul refers to this failure of the Israelites by
alluding to Exod 33:5, “You are a stiff-necked people,” with the paraphrase,
“But their minds were hardened” (v. 14a). Using the strong contrastive particle a˚llav, he makes the point that the real reason the Israelites could not
see the glory of God was not that Paul wore a veil; it was because of their
own spiritual blindness. 64
Paul seizes upon the fact that the Israelites were uncomfortable looking
at the physical manifestation of the goodness of God (Bwf; Exod 33:19), as this
is the divine attribute that is at the center of the new covenant. Furthermore,
this metaphor of grace and life as light is central to the NT’s understanding
of Jesus: “In him was life, and the life was the light of humanity” (John 1:4);
and “[He] is the radiance of [God’s] glory and the visible representation of
his being” (Heb 1:3). Most importantly, Matt 17:2 describes Jesus’ transfiguration with the words, eßlamyen to; provswpon au˚touÅ wÒÍ oJ h§lioÍ (“his face shone
like the sun”). These texts are indicative of the grace resident within Jesus,
something analogous to but surpassing the glowing of Moses’ face.65

63
The claim in Scott J. Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1995) 223, that Moses put on the veil to keep the people from being destroyed by the reflected presence of God misunderstands both Exodus and Paul. The Exodus narrative nowhere
implies that Moses’ glowing face was dangerous, and to the contrary ties it to the revelation of the
goodness of God (Exod 34:6–7) and the subsequent decision to forgive Israel and renew the covenant.
When Moses called the Israelites to himself and explained the covenant renewal, he did so without
the veil, only putting it on after he had finished giving his message (Exod 34:30–33). He apparently had no fear that they would suffer harm from the glow, and they in fact did not suffer harm.
Furthermore, Hafemann’s analysis skews the link that Paul is drawing between Moses and himself.
Both men experienced the transformative power of the Spirit, but Moses, under the old covenant
and dealing with the hard-hearted Israelites, had to veil it. Paul, however, as a minister of the
new covenant, openly shows this glory to the nations (that is, to the Gentile Corinthians), who are
receiving it (v. 18). But if the “glory” that Moses reflected were actually some kind of death-dealing
radiation, this parallel would make no sense. And one cannot say that what once was fatal is now
good, because in fact it was good for Moses as well, even under the old covenant.
64
See also the discussion of a˚llav below.
65
Also relevant here is John 1:5, kaµ to; fΩÍ ejn t¬Å skotÇç faÇnei, kaµ hJ skotÇa au˚to; ou˚ katevlaben,
which I am now convinced must have the meaning, “And the light shines in the darkness, but the
darkness has not comprehended it” (in contrast to taking katevlaben as “overcome”).

756

journal of the evangelical theological society

c. The veil on Paul’s opponents: verses 14b–15. In verse 14, Paul turns from
the prior situation, the confusion of the ancient Israelites, to the current situation, the confusion of his opponents. He makes the transition from past to
present with aß cri ga;r thÅÍ sh;meron hJmevraÍ (“This is evident in the fact that,
right up to the present day”), where ga;r is explanatory and provides evidence
for Paul’s prior assertion. The end of this verse, however, presents another
translation conundrum. The Greek has mh; a˚nakaluptovmenon o§ti ejn CriståÅ
katarge∂tai, for which the niv gives a fairly standard translation, “It has not
been removed, because only in Christ is it taken away” (see also nrsv, reb,
njb, esv, tniv). 66 Four issues here are the contextual meanings of a˚nakaluptovmenon, of o§ti (Does it here mean “because” 67 or “that”?), again of katargevw,
and the question of whether it is justified to insert the English word “only”
into the translation (as in the niv, esv, reb, and nrsv).
First, a˚nakaluvptw means “to uncover” (active) or “to be uncovered” (passive). It does not mean “remove” as in “The veil has been removed.” A straightforward example of the active voice comes from the comic poet Menander,
Sententiae e codicibus Byzantinis (TLG 0541.042) line 639: Pavnt’ a˚nakaluvptwn oJ crovnoÍ pro;Í fΩÍ fevrei (“Time, which uncovers everything, brings
[everything] to light”). An example of the passive that has some similarity
to the present text is Aristotle De sensu et sensibilibus 444b (TLG 0086.041)
24–26: kaqavper ejpµ tΩn ojfqalmΩn ta; me;n eßcei blevfara tΩn zåÅ wn, h•n mh; a˚nakalufqevntwn ou˚ duvnatai oJraÅn (“Just as some of the animals have eyelids on their
eyes and cannot see when [the eyes] are not uncovered”). Another example
is Hippolytus, The Antichrist 34.6: a˚nakalufqh;setai hJ a√scuvnh sou (“Your
shame will be uncovered”).
The middle voice, as always, is more complex. If the subject is, for example,
a person who has been covered by something else, then the verb means to
remove that cover from oneself. An example is in Xenophon, Hellenica 5.4.6:
ejk de; touvtou e√shvgage ta;Í eJtaÇraÍ dhv, kaµ ejkavqize par’ eJkavstå. h®n de; suvnqhma,
ej p eµ kaqÇzointo, paÇein eu˚ q u; Í a˚ n akaluyamev n ouÍ (“After this, he led in the
[assassins disguised as] courtesans, and was seating them beside each man.
The plan was that as soon as they could be seated, they would immediately
uncover themselves and strike”). In that example, the subjects of a˚nakaluyamevnouÍ are men who are covered by women’s clothes; the middle voice
means that they remove their coverings. But if the subject is the object

66
The niv translation “removed” is obviously wrong since it would require a perfect or perhaps
aorist participle; it does not work with a present participle. Scholarly treatments of this text are
aware of the difficulties of the standard translation and thus offer various alternatives. For example,
Belleville, 2 Corinthians 106, takes it to mean, “the same veil remains and does not reveal that
the glory of the old covenant is dwindling.” Martin, 2 Corinthians 57, has the similar translation,
“it is not evident that [only] in Christ is the glory done away.” Both interpretations depend on an
incorrect translation of katarge∂tai and so, without credible justification, insert the word “glory”
into the text. Furnish, II Corinthians 202 and 210, has “unlifted, because it is in Christ that it
[the old covenant] is being annulled,” giving katarge∂tai its proper meaning. His overall interpretation makes no sense, however, as it asserts that the fact that the old covenant is annulled in Christ
somehow prevents the veil from being lifted. There is no reason that this should be the case.
67
Most translations (e.g. esv, niv, nasb, nrsv) take it to mean “because.”
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that does the covering (such as a veil), with the thing covered being something else, the middle voice would naturally mean that the subject (the veil)
uncovers the object that it had previously covered. Again, the verb does not
mean “remove” and cannot simply mean that the veil is “taken away.”
In 2 Cor 3:14, a˚nakaluptovmenon is middle or passive. If passive, its subject
would normally be not the veil but in the thing that the veil covers. That
is, it is some other object, not the veil, that is “being uncovered.” This is the
usage in verse 18, where Paul speaks of being a˚nakekalummevnå pros∫på,
“with uncovered face.” But if mh; a˚nakaluptovmenon is indeed passive, it has to
be understood impersonally (“it not being uncovered that”) and the thing
that is uncovered is described in the following clause. 68 I could accept that
interpretation, and it gets to what I think is the meaning of the verse. In my
opinion, however, a˚nakaluptovmenon is middle and is bound to kavlumma, “veil,”
as its implied subject. 69 But the idea of a covering veil by definition still
needs an object, the thing that the veil is “not uncovering.”70 But what is it?
We could suggest that it is the mental faculties (ta; nohvmata) of the Jewish
opponents, but ta; nohvmata in this sentence are not covered but “hardened”
(ejpwr∫qh). 71 And it is altogether unreasonable to suppose the Paul asserts
that something remains covered during the reading of the law, but that he
does not tell us what it is. Therefore, and to deal with our second problem,
o§ti in this context does not mean “because” but “that.” It points to the covered
truth, the specific fact that the veil is “not uncovering,” namely, “that it (the
old covenant) is annulled in Christ.” 72
To come to the third problem, once again katargevw has its normal meaning of “nullify” and cannot mean to “remove” a veil. The proper word for “removing” a veil is periairevw, the word that Paul uses in verse 16. But the

68
See Sigurd Grindheim, “The Law Kills but the Gospel Gives Life: The Letter-Spirit Dualism
in 2 Corinthians 3.5–18,” JSNT 84 (2001) 97–115, 109–10, who essentially takes this position but
has a somewhat confused understanding of the grammar.
69
The use of a participle negated with mh; and following a finite verb to qualify or clarify the
significance of the finite verb is not remarkable. Cf. Mark 12:21 kaµ oJ deuvteroÍ eßlaben au˚th;n kaµ
a˚pevqanen mh; katalipøn spevrma (“and the second took her and died, not leaving behind offspring”).
70
Bultmann, Second Corinthians 87, makes too much of the fact that Paul uses a˚nakaluvptw
(“uncover”) rather than a˚pokaluvptw (“reveal”). But Paul’s choice of word is driven by the metaphor
of the covering veil. The image of something serving as a physical covering is still present in a˚nakaluvptw, but it is a dead metaphor in a˚pokaluvptw, which has come to mean “reveal” in a more abstract
sense. But behind the metaphor, mh; a˚nakaluptovmenon is still implying that something has not
been revealed.
71
The hardening of the hearts is true equally of Moses’ Israelites and of Paul’s opponents, so
that verse 14a serves as a bridge from one group to the other.
72
David E. Garland, 2 Corinthians (NAC 29; Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 1999) 189–90,
who follows Hafemann in supposing that Moses’ veil protected the Israelites from being slain by the
glory of God, illustrates how this distorts the entire text. He argues that the meaning in verse 14
is that Christians can now encounter God’s glory without a veil, a thing that once was fatal, because the condemnation found in the old covenant has now been annulled. So now the veil is “removed” in Christ. But, apart from the fact that “removed” mistranslates a˚nakaluptovmenon, that is
not the point here at all. The verse describes the veil over the Jews as a matter of perception (ta;
nohvmata and th;n kardÇan); they cannot comprehend the significance of Christ and the new covenant. It is not a matter of protection from wrath.
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thing that is “nullified” is obvious in the context of verse 14 itself: it is
the “old covenant” that they regularly read (ejpµ t¬Å a˚nagn∫sei thÅÍ palaiaÅÍ
diaqhvkhÍ) and which Paul has already described as to; katargouvmenon. Their
thought processes have calcified, and the veil remains in place, “not uncovering” the fact that the old covenant is nullified in Christ (again, o§ti means
“that” and not “because”). This means that the topic of katarge∂tai, as is
always the case with katargevw in this chapter, is the old covenant.
We have now looked at every occurrence of katargevw in the chapter, and
it is instructive to note how Paul’s meaning is more lucid when one recognizes that in each case it refers to the old covenant. In verse 7, the Israelites
could not look into the old covenant glory in Moses’ face. In verse 11, the old
covenant is subject to cancellation, in contrast to the abiding nature of the
new covenant. In verse 13, Moses put on the veil so that Israel would not
stare at his face forever, to the very end and purpose of the old covenant.
Verse 14 asserts that Paul’s opponents still cannot see the truth that Christ
has cancelled the old covenant.
To come to our fourth problem, the insertion of the word “only” in most
translations (e.g. “because only through Christ is it taken away” [esv]): there
is in fact no basis for inserting “only” here. It is added because translators
have already misinterpreted almost every word in the Greek text and need to
try to rescue some semblance of meaning from the verse. In sum, the latter
part of verse 14 should be translated, “This is evident in the fact that, right
up to the present day, the same veil remains over the reading of the old
covenant, not uncovering the fact that in Christ it (the old covenant) is null
and void.”
In verse 15, Paul asserts his previous point from a different angle. Here,
he does place the veil ejpµ th;n kardÇan, “upon the heart,” meaning it prevents
the heart from seeing this truth. But it is important to recognize that Paul
does not abruptly or arbitrarily shift the veil from Moses’ face to the heart
of the Jews. Verse 14 makes the transition, stating that their minds were
hardened, with the “veil” concealing the truth that they should have perceived. Notice also that whereas verse 13 speaks strictly of the Israelites
around Moses and verse 15 speaks strictly of Paul’s opponents, verse 14 moves
from the first group (v. 14a) to the second (v. 14b).
This shift also helps us to comprehend Paul’s seemingly unnecessary
double use of a˚llav (“but”) in verses 14–15. The first a˚llav, in verse 14a, concerns primarily the first group (Moses’ Israelites) and sets up a contrast
between the apparent issue, the fact that Moses’ had a veil on his face, and
the real issue, the fact that the Israelites were too obtuse to recognize the
meaning of the glow. The second a˚ l lav , beginning verse 15, concerns the
second group (Paul’s opponents) and sets up a contrast between Moses’ day,
when the veil was on Moses’ face, and Paul’s day, when the veil is on the
opponents’ hearts. In neither case is the word superfluous, and the second
usage is not redundant of the first. In verse 14, a˚ l lav is critical to Paul’s
argument, pointing to the fact that the real problem was not that Moses
put a veil on his face but that the Israelites could not see the meaning of his
glowing face. This a˚llav tells us that, contrary to appearances, the veil was
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the result, not the cause, of the Israelites’ blindness. In verse 15, many interpreters simply drop a˚llav from their translations, thinking it redundant
and not seeing that it is essential to completing Paul’s transition. In fact, this
second a˚llav asserts that there is a new reality. Instead of a veil on Moses’
face, there is a veil on his opponents’ hearts. We should also note that in verse
16, de; (“on the other hand”) sets up a situation that is entirely different: instead of being excluded from God’s transforming presence by a veil, Moses
(and now those under the new covenant) openly experience the power of the
Spirit.
By the time we get to verse 15, therefore, Paul’s transfer of the veil from
Moses’ face to his opponents’ hearts is understandable. The veil was on Moses’
face only because the Israelites of that day could not make sense of the reflected glory of the grace of God. Paul’s opponents likewise are blinded, unable
to perceive what the new covenant really means. In both cases, therefore,
there is a veil, only now it is not on Moses’ face but on the hearts of Moses’
readers.
d. Reflected glory: verses 16–18. Closing his interpretation, Paul develops
a parallel between the experience of the new covenant believer and Moses,
both of whom abide before the transforming glory with an unveiled face. He
freely makes use of several OT passages. Verse 16, “whenever he turns toward
the Lord, the veil is removed” (hJnÇka de; eja;n ejpistrevy¬ pro;Í kuvrion, periaire∂tai
to; kavlumma) is a Targum-like paraphrase of Exod 34:34a, “But whenever
Moses went in before YHWH to speak with him, he would remove the veil
until he came out” (hJnÇka d’ a˙n e√seporeuveto MwushÅÍ eßnanti kurÇou lale∂n au˚tåÅ ,
peri¬re∂to to; kavlumma), where Paul substantially repeats the opening and
closing words hJnÇka d’ a˙n and peri¬re∂to to; kavlumma. He only omits or alters
what specifically relates to Moses in order to expand the scope of the verse,
allowing it to be applied to new covenant believers as well.73
Interpreters often muse over whether Paul is referring to YHWH or Jesus
by the term kuvrioÍ. 74 Since Paul paraphrases a specific verse in Exodus, we
must consider the meaning “YHWH” to be primary here. On the other hand,
since he is universalizing the application of the text and setting it in a new
covenant context, a reference to “Jesus” is also hinted at, though not yet developed. Paul is not unaware of but deliberately exploits the ambiguity of
kuvrioÍ. He obviously knows that it is the standard translation for YHWH in
the lxx but that it is also a standard title for Christ in the churches.

73
It may be that Paul’s Damascus Road experience was formative in this element of his theology,
so that he can very readily speak of looking into the glory in the face of Christ. For an autobiographical interpretation, see Paul Barnett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997) 184. But I do not believe that Paul is exclusively referring to his own experience (and Barnett does not claim that he is), and reference to the Damascus Road experience
is not necessary for a valid interpretation of this text.
74
Kistemaker, II Corinthians 124, for example, seeks to restrict the meaning to “Jesus” on the
grounds that verse 16 is governed by the temporal references to “this day” in verses 14–15, but
this is not persuasive.
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The words hJnÇka aß n (used in both v. 15 and v. 16) are structurally important in this text. They have two principal uses in Greek. First, they may
point to some event to take place in the unspecified future, as in Sophocles
Oedipus Tyrannos 1492–1495:
a˚ll’ hJnÇk’ a˙n dh; pro;Í gavmwn h§kht’ a˚kmavÍ,
tÇÍ ou• toÍ eßstai, tÇÍ pararrÇyei, tevkna,
toiauÅt’ ojneÇdh lambavnwn
But when you reach the time of marriage,
who will this man be? Who will hazard, children,
taking upon himself such reproaches?
But the words can also refer to an action that occurs repeatedly in the
present, as in Xenophon, Cyropaedia 1.2.4: o¥ de; geraÇteroi hJnÇk’ a˙n eJkavstå
procwr¬Å (“But the older men [report for duty] whenever it is convenient for
each one”). The latter sense (“whenever,” as opposed to some future event)
obviously applies in the two occurrences of the words in 2 Cor 3:15–16.
Structurally, however, the language of verse 16 (hJnÇka de; ejavn [“on the other
hand, whenever”]) marks an important contrast with hJnÇka aß n in verse 15.
Two experiences of people before God’s glory are set against one another. On
the one hand (hJnÇka aß n), there is that of the ancient Israelites and of Paul’s
Jewish opponents, who have a veil between themselves and the glory (vv. 13–
15). On the other hand (hJnÇka de; ejavn), there is the experience of Moses himself and of the new covenant believers, who appear before God without any
such veil (vv. 16–18).
Verse 16, therefore, is not a call for Jews to come to Christ so that the
veil that had blinded them could be removed. 75 Nor does the verse talk generally about conversion or about coming into some new insight about God or
the Bible. Verses 13–15, over against verses 16–18, describe two separate
groups and their respective experiences before God. The negative truth about
the first group is their inability to comprehend the glory of God and (in the
case of Paul’s opponents) that the old covenant has ended in Christ. The
positive inverse to this is not merely that the new covenant believers know
something that Paul’s opponents do not; it is that they, like Moses himself,
experience God.
In verse 17, Paul states, “Now ‘Lord’ [here refers to] the Spirit, and ‘where
the Spirit of the Lord is, [there is] freedom.’ ” In contrast to verse 16, where
kuvrioÍ does not have the article, here it does, because oJ de; kuvrioÍ in verse 17
is anaphoric, referring back to the prior usage of the word in verse 16.76
Once again, scholars debate the identity of kuvrioÍ, 77 but the same signifi75

Against Kistemaker, II Corinthians 125.
Cf. Prosper Grech, “2 Corinthians 3:17 and the Pauline doctrine of conversion to the Holy
Spirit,” CBQ 17 (1955) 420–37. See especially p. 422.
77
On the interpretation of kuvrioÍ here as YHWH, see also Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the
History of Israel 398, and Gordon D. Fee, God’s Empowering Presence (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson,
1994) 312. For a survey of various opinions, see David Greenwood, “The Lord is the Spirit: Some
Considerations of 2 Cor 3:17,” CBQ 34 (1972) 467–72. Greenwood’s opinion that the “Spirit” refers
76
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cance should be attached to it here as in verse 16. The term primarily refers
to Moses’ experience of YHWH 78 but secondarily points toward the Christian experience of Jesus. It is striking that Paul would identify the revelation
of YHWH to Moses as “the Spirit,” but it is not surprising, since he views
the Spirit as the agent of both revelation and life, and since he sees the
work of the Spirit as the great benefit (the “glory”) of the new covenant. The
identification of YHWH (or Jesus) with the Spirit is functional rather than
ontological (in other words, Paul does not imply that every mention of YHWH
in the OT refers to the Spirit, nor is he suggesting that Jesus and the Spirit
are one and the same). This functional identification shows that for Paul,
universal access to the Spirit of God is the fundamental mark of the new
covenant, 79 and Christians receive the Spirit by turning toward Jesus, just
as Moses did through his encounters with YHWH. Indeed, if there is an
ontological equivalence set up in this text, it is between the revelation of
God as YHWH in the OT and as Jesus in the NT. 80
The OT focus continues in what follows. When Paul asserts, “where the
Spirit of YHWH is, there is freedom,” he is not voicing a spiritual aphorism
invented out of thin air. He is again making a Targum-like paraphrase. In
the OT, the “Spirit of YHWH” (lxx: pneuÅma kurÇou) is associated with a charismatic gift of YHWH’s power, sometimes to lead (Judg 3:10; 11:29), but
more often to prophesy (1 Sam 10:6; 2 Sam 23:2; 2 Chr 15:1; Ezek 11:5). From
the NT perspective, the most important occurrence of the term is in a text
that was programmatic for Jesus, Isa 61:1–2, “The Spirit of the Lord YHWH
(mt j"/rhwihy] yn;døa;“ lxx pneuÅma kurÇou) is upon me, because YHWH has anointed
me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty for the captives and emancipation for the prisoners” (see Matt 11:5; Luke 4:16–21). Paul summarizes the whole text by
simply saying that “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom,” and he
regards this as the realization of the “glory” experienced by Moses on Sinai
and now universally available under the new covenant. This transformative
work of the Spirit is “freedom” in that it releases captives—those held by guilt
(Rom 8:2; Gal 5:1), by false gods (1 Cor 12:2), and by “elemental” principles
(Col 2:20). And as the new covenant frees individuals and the nations from
bondage, so also it frees Paul to preach openly, without the restricting veil.
Paul now completes his analogy using a simple, parallel structure.
A (v. 13): The Israelites cut off from glory by a veil
B (v. 14): Transition
C (v. 15): Paul’s opponents cut off from glory by a veil
to God the Spirit is not persuasive. He argues that Paul uses the expression pneuÅma kurÇou to clarify
that he means God the Spirit and not just any kind of spirit (p. 472), but the NT regularly uses
to; pneuÅma alone to refer to the Holy Spirit, and in this context further clarification is hardly needed.
78
Cf. James D. G. Dunn, “2 Corinthians III. 17—‘The Lord is the Spirit,” JTS 21 (1970) 309–20.
79
See Scott J. Hafemann, “The ‘Temple of the Spirit’ as the Inaugural Fulfillment of the New
Covenant Within the Corinthian Correspondence,” ExAud 12 (1996) 29–42.
80
See Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians (NICNT; Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1962) 113–14.
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Au (v. 16): Moses unveiled before the Lord (YHWH)
Bu (v. 17): Transition
Cu (v. 18): New covenant believers unveiled before the Lord (Jesus)
As Paul moves into verse 18, therefore, his focus is on the new covenant
believer, whose experience parallels Moses’. But there are no less than four
translation problems in verse 18. The first is the meaning of katoptrizovmenoi,
the second is the function of the accusative phrase th;n au˚th;n e√kovna, the third
is the peculiar a˚po; dovxhÍ e√Í dovxan, and the fourth is the even more obscure
last phrase, kaqavper a˚po; kurÇou pneuvmatoÍ.
The verb katoptrÇzw is derived from kavtoptron, a “mirror,” and is like the
English denominative verb “to mirror” (that is, in the active voice, to “reflect”).
The meaning naturally implied by the middle voice is “to mirror from or for
oneself.” Thus, the middle can describe using a mirror to look at oneself. For
example, in a second-century lexical work Diogenianus Paroemiae 1.24, we
read ÂkkÇzetai: hßgoun parafrone∂, mwraÇnei. E≥rhtai de; a˚po; ¥storÇaÍ toiauvthÍ.
Âkkø gunh; ÂqhnaÇa ejpµ mwrÇç diaballomevnh, h§n fasi t¬Å eJauthÅÍ e√kovni katoptrizomevnhn dialevgesqai (“ÂkkÇzetai: ‘One behaves like Akko.’ That is, one is
deranged; one is insane. It is said to be from this story: Akko was an Athenian
woman slandered with madness, whom they say carried on conversation with
her own image while using a mirror”). But, in contrast with this quaint definition, Paul clearly does not mean that we look at ourselves in a mirror.
Several scholars argue, therefore, that the middle voice katoptrizovmenoi in
2 Cor 3:18 means to “observe God’s glory by means of a mirror.”81
But why would Paul say such a thing? Such language would suggest that
the glory of God were like Medusa’s face, which Perseus had to look at via his
reflective shield to avoid turning to stone. But this is the exact opposite of
what Paul has in mind. Paul is not saying that we have an indirect experience
of divine glory, with some intermediate device protecting us from its effect
and to some degree obscuring it. His point is that we directly experience God’s
transformative power, with unveiled face, as Moses’ did whenever he entered
the tent. Note that Paul is not here alluding to Moses’ experience of being in
the cleft of the rock, when he saw YHWH’s back (Exod 33:22); he is alluding
to Moses’ routine of removing the veil whenever he went in before YHWH in
the tent (2 Cor 3:16; Exod 34:34). 82
Indeed, having gone to great lengths to make the contrast between us
who behold glory unveiled and those who see it obscured by a veil, why would

81
Major translations that explicitly take the text in this manner include the nrsv and reb. See
Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 316–17. Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel 409,
says that we can behold through a mirror the glory of the Lord “without being destroyed by it.”
82
Against Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel 409 n. 231, who wrongly thinks
that Paul is alluding to Exod 33:22. Even in the context of Exod 33:22, however, the point is not
that Moses saw God indirectly or through some mediating instrument; he saw God’s glory directly,
and with an unveiled face, but he did not see the full majesty of the divine being (he saw God’s
“back”). Beholding glory through a mirror is not the same as seeing YHWH’s back. The former
speaks of indirect, mediated revelation of the full manifestation of the divine presence, whereas
the latter speaks of direct, unmediated revelation of a lesser manifestation of the divine presence.
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Paul interject the metaphor of a mirror and indicate that we, too, have something between us and God’s glory? And what, precisely, is this mirror that he
has in mind? This is not an insignificant problem; one cannot leave undefined the critical element in the metaphor of beholding God’s glory through
a mirror. It is in fact astonishing that, after carefully developing the concept
of beholding God’s glory with unveiled faces, Paul would at the last moment
interject the idea of the intervening mirror with no explanation or identification. One cannot resolve the problem of the undefined mirror by identifying
it with Christ. 83 This reduces Christ to the status of a mirror that reflects
glory originating from some other source. But for Paul, this is not possible;
Christ is the glory of God and we look toward the radiance shines directly
from his face 84 (2 Cor 4:6; pro;Í fwtismo;n thÅÍ gn∫sewÍ thÅÍ dovxhÍ touÅ qeouÅ ejn
pros∫på CristouÅ). 85
There is no justification for using 1 Cor 13:12, “For right now we see
(blevpomen) through a mirror (di’ ejsovptrou) with obscurity, but then face-toface,” as grounds for taking katoptrizovmenoi in 2 Cor 3:18 to mean “behold
God’s glory by means of a mirror.” 86 Apart from the fact that neither the
vocabulary nor grammar is the same, the topics are altogether different. In
2 Corinthians 3, Paul is speaking of personal transformation by the power
of the Spirit and is contrasting this with the deadly results of clinging to the
old covenant. In 1 Corinthians 13, he is speaking of the relative insignificance of experiences such as prophesying or speaking in tongues and is contrasting this with the perfect knowledge of God in the resurrection. And the
identity of the “mirror” in 1 Corinthians 13 is very clear: it is ecstatic utterances of Corinth’s self-styled spiritual elite. But in 2 Corinthians 3, there is
no contrast between the present age and the resurrection.87 What 1 Cor 13:12
does tell us is this: if Paul wants to say that we look at something indirectly,
as through a mirror, he is very clear about it, using language such as is found
there (blevpomen ga;r aß rti di’ ejsovptrou).
The primary evidence for taking katoptrizovmenoi to mean “behold God’s
glory by means of a mirror” is found in Philo’s commentary on Exod 33:18,
found in Allegorical Interpretation, III. 101. Philo expands Moses’ words as
follows: ∆Emfavnisovn moi sautovn, gnwstΩÍ ≥dw se: mh; ga;r ejmfanisqeÇhÍ moi di’
83

Barnett, Second Corinthians 206.
Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 317, tries to use 2 Cor 4:4–6 to establish his interpretation of
katoptrizovmenoi as “seeing God’s glory through a mirror.” He avoids saying that Christ is a mirror,
but such a conclusion inescapably follows from Fee’s argument, and it is wrong.
85
This is usually translated as something like, “to give the light of the knowledge of the glory
of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (nrsv), and this makes my case well enough. But I think that
it is more accurately rendered, “for the sake of the experiential illumination, the glory of God in
the face of Christ.” The phrase fwtismo;n thÅÍ gn∫sewÍ functions essentially like a Hebrew construct
chain in which thÅÍ gn∫sewÍ is adjectival. Also, thÅÍ gn∫sewÍ, analogous to the Hebrew root [dy, refers
to a direct, experiential knowledge. The words thÅÍ dovxhÍ are probably appositional to fwtismo;n thÅÍ
gn∫sewÍ and genitive by attraction, but they could be an objective genitive.
86
Against Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 316–17, and Meyer, End of the Law, 101, n. 138.
87
Fee, God’s Empowering Presence 317, wrongly interprets 2 Cor 3:18 with the words of 1 Cor
13:12: “The imagery . . . allowed [Paul] to postulate a real ‘seeing,’ yet one that in the present age
falls short of actually seeing the Lord ‘face to face’ as it were.” This obscures both the radically
different contexts and the different purposes of the two texts.
84
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ou˚ranouÅ h˙ ghÅÍ h˙ u§ datoÍ h˙ a˚evroÍ hß tinoÍ aÒplΩÍ tΩn ejn genevsei, mhde; katoptrisaÇmhn ejn aß llå tinµ th;n sh;n √denan h˙ ejn soµ tåÅ qeåÅ (“Show me yourself; I
want to see you comprehensively. Do not be manifested to me through heaven
or earth or water or air or some other elemental thing from the created order;
nor do I want your very self mirrored for me in some other thing—just in
yourself as God”). 88 Here, the middle voice is “to mirror (something) for oneself,” that is, to look at something by means of a mirror. In context, it describes seeing God’s glory through a mirror, and the identity of the mirror is
clear: it is God’s creation. Philo’s Moses does not want to see God in this way,
as mirrored in sky and earth and water, but directly. In both Philo and Paul,
therefore, the context is a discussion of Exodus 33–34, the verb is in the
middle voice, and the issue is the desire to experience God directly.
But in reality, Paul’s usage of the verb is precisely the opposite of Philo’s.
Philo uses the verb for an indirect and thus inadequate mirroring of God in
creation. He plainly identifies the “mirror,” and Philo’s Moses is clear that
experiencing God by a mirror is something he considers inferior and does
not desire. Paul uses the verb to describe a direct encounter with God, the
actual fulfillment of Moses’ request and also of the new covenant promises
for the renewal of the hearts of all believers.
In point of fact, moreover, Paul does identify the mirror that reflects God’s
glory: it is the face of the new covenant believer (hJme∂Í de; pavnteÍ a˚nakekalummevnå pros∫på th;n dovxan kurÇou katoptrizovmenoi). In this construction,
the dative a˚nakekalummevnå pros∫på is not just an accompanying fact; it is
instrumental, describing what mirrors God’s glory. It is in this respect parallel
to Philo’s clause mhde; katoptrisaÇmhn ejn aß llå tinµ th;n sh;n √denan, where the
dative describes what does the reflecting (ejn aß llå tinµ parallel to a˚nakekalummevnå pros∫på) and the accusative describes what is reflected (th;n sh;n
√denan parallel to th;n dovxan kurÇou). 89 In Paul, the mirror is the uncovered
face; in Philo, it is “some other” created thing. Thus, Paul is not referring to
an indirect experience of God, using the metaphor of some undefined mirror
that stands between us and the divine glory; he is saying that our faces
reflect the glory. 90
John Chrysostom understands the word in this way. Interpreting this text
in his homilies on 2 Corinthians (TLG 2062.157 lines 54–59), he says, ou§ tw
kaµ hJ yuch; kaqairomevnh, kaµ a˚rguvrou lamprotevra ginomevnh, devcetai a˚kt∂na a˚po;

88
BAGD, “katoptrÇzw,” incorrectly translates this as “contemplate something” and so leads astray
many interpreters.
89
Whether or not Paul knew the Philo text and consciously or unconsciously transformed it is
impossible to say and irrelevant to this argument.
90
But could the verb mean simply to “observe,” with the root meaning of “mirror” having been
lost (as apparently implied in the Vulgate’s translation speculantes)? This is the view of C. K.
Barrett, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians (New York: Harper & Row, 1973) 124–15, who
prefers the translation “behold” on the basis of the “versions” (he does not specify what versions
he has in mind). This interpretation is not likely, as Diogenianus is writing in the second century ad,
and Chrysostom later yet, but the meaning “reflect” is still essential to the word’s usage. Had Paul
meant simply “observe,” a verb such as qewrevw or ejmblevpw would have been a more obvious choice.
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thÅÍ dovxhÍ touÅ PneuvmatoÍ, kaµ tauvthn a˚ntipevmpei. Dio; kaÇ fhsi, katoptrizovmenoi
th;n au˚th;n e√kovna metamorfouvmeqa a˚po; dovxhÍ, thÅÍ touÅ PneuvmatoÍ, e√Í dovxan (“So
also the soul being cleansed, becoming brighter than silver, receives a ray from
the glory of the Spirit and sends it back. That is why he also says, ‘reflecting
the same image we are transformed from glory’—that of the Spirit—‘into
glory’ ”). 91 One might object that this is later Greek and thus of little value
for NT usage, 92 but such an objection is ill-informed. Chrysostom was trained
by Libanius, a leader of the “second sophistic” movement that sought to revive
a high classical style. Chrysostom himself was thoroughly neo-classical in his
rhetoric, preferring an older, “purer” Greek to any neologism, barbarism, or
modernism. 93 At any rate, Chrysostom knew his Greek far better than any
contemporary NT scholar, and on a purely linguistic matter this is significant.
He plainly understands the word to mean “reflect.”
Why, then, is the middle used in 2 Cor 3:18? It is, first of all, important
to understand that even where the middle means to “reflect,” this does not
indicate that the middle and active are interchangeable.94 The active means
simply to “mirror” oncoming light. It is used of things, such as water or a
mirror, that reflect but that do not, as it were, participate in the reflection.
A mirror is unaffected by what it reflects. The middle, following normal practice, means to mirror for, or from, of oneself. That is, one may use a mirror
“for oneself ” to look at something else (as in the above Philo text), to look at
a reflection “of oneself ” (as in the Diogenianus text), or to reflect “from oneself,” that is, with one’s person or face serving as the mirror. The latter usage
would of course be rare and may be confined to Paul and those who cite him,
but that does not mean that persons who understand Greek would find it
enigmatic. It is precisely at this point that it is misguided (and linguistically
unsophisticated) to complain of the lack of occurrences in non-Christian Greek
texts of the middle voice of katoptrÇzw with the meaning “reflect (by means
of oneself).” Obviously pagan and secular Greek would not speak of people
reflecting some radiance “from themselves”; it is not a usage that falls within
nature and normal experience. Paul spoke of a kind of divine-human encounter previously unknown in Greek literature and his usage is an innovation, but it is an innovation well within the bounds of normal Greek
linguistic structure.
The middle voice in 2 Cor 3:18 means that we “mirror from ourselves,”
implying that we are not lifeless mirrors but living persons whose faces are
in the process of being transformed into what they reflect. The middle thus
91

This text is also cited in Belleville, Reflections of Glory (1991) 280.
Thus Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel 409, n. 231.
93
I have some experience with this, having translated a significant amount of Chrysostom for
my own dissertation (Duane Garrett, An Analysis of the Hermeneutics of John Chrysostom’s Commentary on Isaiah 1–8 with an English Translation [Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen, 1992]).
94
Belleville, Reflections of Glory (1991) 279–80, and Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History
of Israel 409 n. 231, although they are on opposite sides of the fence regarding the meaning of the
word, are equally mistaken in assuming that the distinction between the active and the middle at
some point “broke down” (for Belleville, before the NT period; for Hafemann, after it). The distinction did not “break down” at all, and Paul uses the middle purposefully and appropriately.
92
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contains an element of the passive. It is a true middle, with the subject participating in the process and results of the action. In short, the active voice
would simply mean that we bounce God’s glory back at him, as a mirror
does, with no real change in the mirror itself. The middle implies both that
we reflect and that we become what we reflect. Paul proclaims a law written
in living hearts and a glory reflected in living faces.
In verse 18, in the phrase th;n dovxan kurÇou, the “Lord” refers not to YHWH
but to Jesus. This agrees with 2 Cor 4:6, where the glory of God resides in
the face of Jesus, and it has already been hinted at in verses 16–17. One might
argue that Paul is being equivocal and obscure here, using kurÇoÍ to refer at
one point primarily to YHWH and at another to Jesus, but in fact he is not
really ambiguous at all. In verse 16 and in its commentary in verse 17, he
alludes to two OT texts, showing that he is primarily describing Moses
before YHWH and the experience of the OT prophets. But in verse 18a, he
is speaking of the new covenant, where it is axiomatic that believers receive
the Spirit and experience God in Jesus Christ (and Paul at any rate clarifies
things at 4:6).
The accusative phrase th;n au˚th;n e√kovna is often taken with metamorfouvmeqa
to mean “are being transformed into the same image” (esv). But this is wrong.
The normal Greek construction for “being transformed into (something)” is
to use the passive of metamorfovw with e√Í, as in Pseudo-Plutarch’s Parallel
Stories (TLG 0007.085): hJ de; kata; provnoian ÂfrodÇthÍ e√Í oJm∫numon devndron
metemorf∫qh (“But she [Smyrna] was by the plan of Aphrodite transformed
into the tree of the same name” [i.e. the myrrh tree]). It is unlikely that the
accusative alone would be used to describe that into which one is transformed.
But more than that, the term e√k∫n is closely associated with the use of
mirrors; a standard definition for the word is “an image in a mirror.” In the
above text from Diogenianus, the woman Akko had a conversation with her
own e√k∫n in a mirror. Similar usage appears in Plato, Republic 402b: ou˚kouÅn
kaµ e√kov n aÍ grammav t wn, e≥ pou h˙ ej n u§ d asin h˙ ej n katov p troiÍ ej m faÇnointo, ou˚
provteron gnwsovmeqa, prµn a˙n au˚ta; gnΩmen (“And isn’t it true also that we will
never recognize the reflected images of letters, if they appear somewhere in
water or in some kind of mirror, until we can recognize the originals themselves”). When speaking of a kavtoptron, “mirror,” Plato describes the reflections as e√kovnaÍ and the originals as the au˚tav. Interestingly, Paul speaks of
th;n au˚th;n e√kovna. This combination of au˚thvn with e√kovna implies an accurate
or faithful reflection of the original. Therefore, in 2 Corinthians 3 it is misguided to connect e√kovna with metamorfouvmeqa instead of with katoptrizovmenoi,
and it demonstrates ignorance of Greek terminology regarding mirrors and
reflections.
In reality, th;n dovxan kurÇou katoptrizovmenoi th;n au˚th;n e√kovna is a double
accusative construction. That is, th;n dovxan kurÇou is the source that we reflect,
and th;n au˚th;n e√kovna is the result, “an accurate reflection” that we send back.
We receive the glory of God into our faces and accurately reflect the original
image, that is, the image of God. Persons who face the transforming glory
fulfill the creation ideal of becoming the image of God, bearing his likeness
as living reflections of his being (Gen 1:26, “Let us make man in our image”).
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The divine glory becomes resident within people, first in Moses’ glowing face
under the old covenant and now in believers who reflect the likeness of God
in their countenance under the new covenant.
All of this evidence is cumulative. The middle katoptrizovmenoi can mean
“to mirror from oneself,” and this is further implied by the fact that its secondary object is e√k∫n, an image that replicates the original. Also, the double
accusative construction is appropriate to a verb meaning to reflect since its
direct objects are both the light that comes to it and the light that it sends
back, as Chrysostom already observed. But it is very difficult to capture all
of this in translation. One must resort to a fairly expansive paraphrase such
as “mirroring in an uncovered face the glory of the Lord [Jesus, becoming a
reflection that bears] the authentic image [of God].”
The expression a˚po; dovxhÍ e√Í dovxan is not a standard idiom; it is in fact as
peculiar in Greek as “from glory into glory” is peculiar in English. In Greek
texts there are countless examples of a˚po; ‘X’ e√Í ‘Y’, where X and Y are both
places (for example, lxx 2 Chr 25:27: a˚po; Ierousalhm e√Í LaciÍ [“from Jerusalem to Lachish”]). There are a few examples of using the same noun with
both prepositions, just as we see in 2 Cor 3:18. But these, too, are spatial or
geographic in meaning. Aesop, Fables 256 (TLG 0096.002), states that the
poor can find deliverance when a faction seizes local power by fleeing “from
city to city” (a˚po; povlewÍ e√Í povlin). In Xenophon, Hellenica 1.3.4, Alcibiades
lays siege to Chalcedon by constructing a wall that extended “from sea to sea”
(a˚po; qalavtthÍ e√Í qavlattan). Describing metempsychosis, Chrysippus, Fragmenta logica et physica 1026 line 6 (TLG 1264.001), has th;n de; savrka a˚povllusqai kaµ th;n yuch;n pavntwn metaggÇzesqai a˚po; swmavtwn e√Í s∫mata (“but
when the flesh has died the souls of all are poured from bodies into bodies”);
but even this is actually spatial in meaning.
Except for 2 Cor 3:18, all NT examples of a˚pov . . . e√Í (Matt 23:34; Luke
2:15; 10:30; Acts 1:11; Acts 8:26; 26:18) are spatial, although one of these,
Acts 26:18, is also metaphorical (“from darkness into light”). None is comparable to a˚po; dovxhÍ e√Í dovxan. Romans 1:17 does have ejk pÇstewÍ e√Í pÇstin
but it is not clear that this is truly analogous to a˚po; dovxhÍ e√Í dovxan, and at
any rate the meaning of ejk pÇstewÍ e√Í pÇstin is not certain. A similar example
is at 2 Cor 2:16: o∏Í me;n ojsmh; ejk qanavtou e√Í qavnaton, o∏Í de; ojsmh; ejk zwhÅÍ e√Í
zwhvn (“to some a fragrance from death into death, but for others a fragrance
from life into life”). 95 In this verse, however, ejk . . . e√Í is used in a quasispatial sense: the fragrance from death (or life) is carried by Paul and it in
turn drives people into death (or life). Second Corinthians 3:18 is not really
comparable to 2 Cor 2:16.
One might argue that the expression is a Hebraism based on analogies
such as Exod 17:16, where Israel is to be at war with Amalek a˚po; geneΩn
e√Í geneavÍ (“from generations to generations,” that is, “perpetually”). Similarly, Judg 11:40 tells us that the Israelite girls would go into the hills and
mourn Jephthah’s daughter ejx hJmerΩn e√Í hJmevraÍ (“from days into days” or
“annually”). But, in fact, these examples are quite different from 2 Cor 3:18
95
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and shed no real light on it. More promising is lxx Ps 83:8 (mt 84:8; English
84:7): poreuvsontai ejk dunavmewÍ e√Í duvnamin (“they journey from strength to
strength”). This could be taken to mean “they get stronger and stronger” and
so provide an analogy for translating a˚po; dovxhÍ e√Í dovxan as “from one degree
of glory to another” (nrsv and esv; other English translations are similar96).
In reality, however, the meaning of the phrase in the psalm is not so clear cut.
The psalm is a kind of allegorical Pilgrim’s Progress, describing the pilgrim’s
journey to Zion through the “Valley of Baca” (weeping), and to a spring upon
which the showers of blessing rain down (lxx Ps 83:7; mt 84:7; English 84:6).
This suggests that “strength” and “strength” are allegorical places along
the pilgrim’s way and that a spatial meaning is still present. At any rate,
the psalm verse is highly unusual and does not establish the existence of a
Hebrew idiom. Another example is Jer 9:2 (English 9:3), where the people
move on from evil to evil (mt: /ax:y h[:r;Ala< h[:r;mE; lxx: ejk kakΩn e√Í kaka; ejxhvlqosan). But this is obviously a spatial metaphor of movement deeper into
evil, as if it were a geographic region. It, too, does not establish the existence
of a “Hebrew superlative,” 97 and it is unlike 2 Cor 3:18, which lacks a metaphor of movement. The unavoidable conclusion is that there are no grounds
for taking a˚pov . . . e√Í to be a standard idiom describing a process of becoming
progressively more evil, strong, or glorious. There are only two specific cases
one can point to, but these function contextually within an allegory or metaphor involving travel.
We have already seen that metamorfovw is used with e√Í to indicate what
one is transformed into. 98 Another example of this is Aesop, Fables 175.3
(TLG 0096.002): oJ de; Zeu;Í a˚ganakth;saÍ ejpµ t¬Å touvtou pleonexÇç metemovrfwsen
au˚to;n e√Í touÅto to; zåÅ on, o¶ muvrmhx kale∂tai (“But Zeus, being irritated at the
greed of this man, transformed him into this beast, which is called a myrmex”).
This implies that metamorfouvmeqa . . . e√Í dovxan means “we are transformed . . .
into glory.”
But a˚po; dovxhÍ remains a problem. It can best be explained as the source
and effectively the agent of transformation. There are numerous examples
where a˚po; is used for agency, particularly if the idea of an originating source
is present. Examples are Acts 4:36 (∆Iwsh;f de; oJ ejpiklhqeµÍ BarnabaÅÍ a˚po; tΩn
a˚postovlwn [“Joseph, called Barnabas by the apostles”]); 1 Thess 2:6; 1 Tim 3:7;
and 1 John 2:20. In this interpretation, a˚po; dovxhÍ means that transformation comes from the glory of God (analogous to Moses looking at God’s glory
with an unveiled face), and e√Í dovxan means that believers are changed into
the glory of God (analogous to how Moses had the glory of God reflected in the
glow on his own face). In my view, this is a more natural reading of the Greek.
The phrase kaqavper a˚po; kurÇou pneuvmatoÍ is usually translated as something like, “For this comes from the Lord who is the Spirit” (esv). But there
are several problems lurking in this simple construction. Interpreters gen96
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erally assume that pneuvmatoÍ is appositional with kurÇou along the lines of
Phil 1:2, a˚po; qeouÅ patro;Í hJmΩn kaµ kurÇou ∆IhsouÅ CristouÅ (“from God our Father
and the Lord Jesus Christ”), or 2 Tim. 1:1, cavriÍ eßleoÍ e√rh;nh a˚po; qeouÅ patrovÍ
(“Grace, mercy [and] peace from God the Father”). But in fact, in each of these
and the many other similar examples from the NT, phrases such as a˚po; qeouÅ
patrovÍ are titular, “from God (the) Father.” By contrast, the translation “from
the Lord who is the Spirit” takes pneuvmatoÍ as a relative clause that describes or identifies kurÇou. There is a difference between a set title, such as
“(the) Lord Jesus” or “God (the) Father,” and a descriptive relative clause, such
as “Jesus, who is the Lord” or “God, who is Father.” The former are formulas
or standard designations, but the latter contain identifying or descriptive
clauses that either impart new information or for some reason focus on Jesus’
authority as Lord or on the role of God as Father. In other words, the content
of “God the Father” and “God, who is the Father” may be the same, but the
grammar and rhetorical purposes are different. By all appearances, kurÇou
pneuvmatoÍ is a title. Paul has already, in the normal way of doing it, defined
“the Lord” as “the Spirit” in verse 17 (oJ de; kuvrioÍ to; pneuÅmav ejstin). He hardly
needs to make the same definition again after so few words. The phrase “Lord
Spirit” is titular, referring to what for Paul is already an established fact.
The question of the identity of the “Lord” (kurÇou) in this last phrase of
verse 18 has also vexed interpreters. Some take the “Lord” here to be Jesus.99
Some take the “Lord” here to be God (that is, the Holy Spirit), although generally not giving a coherent explanation of why Paul refers to the Spirit as
“Lord.” 100 But if Paul had wanted to say that this was from the Holy Spirit,
why not simply say touÅ pneuvmatoÍ, a standard NT designation for the Holy
Spirit, instead of kurÇou pneuvmatoÍ? A number of scholars fairly avoid the
problem altogether, taking the path of least resistance by following the
standard translation and not explaining the peculiar use of “Lord” here.101
We have already noted that Paul in verses 16–17 uses kuvrioÍ primarily as
a reference to YHWH, and some argue (albeit sometimes with hesitation102)
that kurÇou at the end of verse 18 is also YHWH.103 Indeed, in light of Paul’s
citation of Exod 34:34a in verse 16 (a reference to Moses’ encounter with
YHWH), his use of the familiar OT term “the Spirit of the Lord” (mt hwhy yndøa“
j"/r; lxx pneuÅma kurÇou), and his identification of the “Lord” (YHWH) as the
Spirit in verse 17 (drawing on Isa 61:1–2), and in light of the titular nature
of the construction kurÇou pneuvmatoÍ, the fairly obvious translation is “YHWH
(the) Spirit.” The real problem, in fact, is not that the Greek construction is
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profoundly enigmatic or that Paul has not in context identified his terms,
but that the designation “YHWH the Spirit” is unprecedented.
The solution lies in another word of the text that interpreters routinely
either leave untranslated or mistranslate as “since” or “for”: kaqav p er. 104
The particle is precisely defined and is consistently used in the literature. It
refers to a correspondence between two realities, and as such is properly
translated with something like “just as.” A nice classical example is Aristophanes, Knights 8:
DhmosqevnhÍ: ≈ kakovdaimon pΩÍ eßceiÍ;
NikÇaÍ: kakΩÍ kaqavper suv.
Demosthenes: Hey, you luckless wretch, how are you doing?
Nikias: Badly, just like yourself.
In the NT, the term kaqavper may introduce an explicit comparison in coordination with ou§ twÍ, as in Rom 12:4–5, kaqavper ga;r ejn eJnµ s∫mati polla;
mevlh eßcomen . . . ou§ twÍ o¥ polloµ e¶n sΩmav ejsmen ejn CriståÅ (“For just as we have
many parts in one body . . . so also we, the many, are one body in Christ”).
It may establish equivalence, as in 2 Cor 1:14, kauvchma uÒmΩn ejsmen kaqavper
kaµ uÒme∂Í hJmΩn (“we are your boast just as you are ours”). Sometimes kaqavper
points to a correspondence with an implied reality, as in Rom 4:6, kaqavper kaµ
Dauµd levgei to;n makarismo;n touÅ a˚nqr∫pou (“Just as David also speaks of the
happiness of the person”). 105 A similar text is 1 Thess 2:11, kaqavper o≥date
(“Just as you know”). An elliptical construction with kaqavper appears in 2 Cor
3:13, kaµ ou˚ kaqavper Mw¨shÅÍ ejtÇqei kavlumma ejpµ to; provswpon au˚touÅ (“And [we
do] not [do] as Moses [did, who] used to put a veil upon his face”). The evidence
of kaqavper indicates that 2 Cor 3:18 must be describing a correspondence between two realities. The terse nature of the construction (kaqavper a˚po; kurÇou
pneuvmatoÍ) suggests that there is an ellipsis here as well. That is, Paul considers the identity of the thing that proceeds “from YHWH the Spirit” to be
self-evident, and he does not explicitly mention it. And indeed it is selfevident: it is the glory of God.
We therefore have the glory of God being declared to be the counterpart
to . . . what? The preceding words in verse 18 already speak of glory shining
from God, but the same idea, glory from God, cannot be the counterpart to
itself. But it is not that the glory of God is compared to some other thing.
Rather, the comparison is historical in nature: the glory that Moses received
from the Lord (YHWH) the Spirit corresponds to the glory that we receive
from the face of the Lord (Jesus) under the new covenant. That is, the designation “YHWH the Spirit” indicates that Paul is glancing back one final
time at Moses’ experience to compare it to our own. Paul is saying that we
replicate Moses’ experience, receiving the glory of God and reflecting it back
from ourselves, just as Moses reflected the glory from YHWH the Spirit.
104
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iii. conclusion
Paul does not claim that Moses tried to conceal the fading of the glow
from his face, and he does not speak of some new capacity to read the OT,
as though the main point were a gift of interpretation. He certainly is not
claiming that Christians have a general and universal ability to interpret
the Bible correctly, a notion that is demonstrably untrue. But he does claim
that his opponents, when they read Torah, do not understand one specific fact:
that in Christ the old covenant has been nullified. He equates the inability
of the Israelites to come to terms with Moses’ glowing face with his opponents’ inability to comprehend the significance of the new covenant, which is
the forgiveness of sin and the transformation of the heart under the ministry
of the Spirit, as well as the fact that it renders obsolete the old covenant.
His transfer of the “veil” from Moses’ face to his opponents’ hearts is not
abrupt or arbitrary but demonstrated in persuasive steps. Paul’s thesis is
that Moses, even within the context of a covenant of condemnation, a covenant
that was becoming null and void, experienced the life-giving glory of the
Spirit. That glory is now far greater in the new covenant, but Paul’s Jewish
opponents misapprehend this just as thoroughly as their ancestors misapprehended Moses’ glowing face. Instead of turning to the Spirit that gives
freedom and life, they cling to the nullified “letter” that kills, and they try
to convince Paul’s churches to follow them in their error. They are misguided
and inept teachers.
If I may give my own slightly Targum-like expansion of 2 Corinthians 3,
the following will convey what I perceive to be Paul’s meaning. To avoid the
distraction of an excessive number of bracketed words, I have here followed
a practice of the older translations and have marked supplied words by putting them in italics.
1
Do we begin again to commend ourselves, or do we need, as some do, letters
of recommendation to you or from you? 2 Our letter of recommendation is none
other than you, written on our hearts, known and read by all people. 3 It is evident that you are a letter from Christ written under our ministry not in ink
but in the Spirit of the living God, and not on tablets of stone but on tablets of
heart and living flesh. 4 This is the kind of confidence we have through Christ
toward God! 5 It is not that we of ourselves are sufficient to claim something,
as though it were of our own making, but our sufficiency is from God, 6 who has
made us sufficient to be ministers of a new covenant, one that is not of letter
but of Spirit. For the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.
7
Now if the ministry of death, engraved in letters on stone, came about with
glory, so that the Israelites could not gaze at Moses’ face because of the old
covenant glory 106 of his face, 8 how could the ministry of the Spirit not have
even more glory? 9 For if there was glory in the ministry of condemnation, by
how much more does the ministry of righteousness exceed it in glory? 10 For in
fact, when the new covenant had its turn, the thing that had been glorified (the
old covenant) turned out to have no glory on account of the new covenant’s surpassing glory. 11 For if that which was in process of becoming null and void
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went through a period of glory, much more will that which remains in force
abide in glory?
12
So then, having such a hope, we employ much boldness: 13 we do not do as
Moses did, who would place a veil over his face so that the Israelites would not
stare at his face forever, until the very end of—and into the purpose of—that
which was in process of becoming null and void, the old covenant. 14 But the
real problem was not the veil, it was that “their minds were hardened.”
This is evident in the fact that, right up to the present day, the same veil
remains over the reading of the old covenant, not uncovering the fact that in
Christ the old covenant is null and void. 15 But in contrast to the prior veil over
Moses’ face, to this day whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their hearts.
16
On the other hand, “whenever he turns toward the Lord YHWH, the veil
is removed.” 17 Now “the Lord YHWH” here refers to the Spirit, and “where the
Spirit of the Lord YHWH is, there is freedom.” 18 And all of us, mirroring in an
uncovered face the glory of the Lord Jesus, becoming a reflection that bears the
authentic image of God, are transformed by God’s glory into God’s glory, as the
counterpart to the glory that shone from the Lord YHWH the Spirit.

