
CALVIN 32

BEING CHRIST’S LETTER
You are an open letter of Christ which we ourselves have written, not with pen and
ink but with the Spirit of the living God. Our message has been engraved not in
stone, but in living men and women. 2 Corinthians 3:3

Exodus 34:25-35 gives a fascinating account of the face to face meeting of Moses
and the Lord. God had been very angry with the Israelites for worshipping the
golden calf (Exodus 32:35), but Moses persuaded the Lord to forgive them and
instead make a covenant (Exodus 34:10). He would promise to be their only God
and they would promise not to worship the gods of the natives (verse 15).

And so it happens. Moses ‘stayed with the Lord (on Mount Sinai) forty days and
forty nights, neither eating nor drinking and wrote down the words of the
covenant on the tablets of stone (verse 28). When he descended from Mount
Sinai, he was not aware that the skin of his face shone because he had been
speaking with the Lord (verse 29).’

This awe-struck the Israelites so much that Moses put a veil on his face. Calvin
explains that these events showed that their ‘minister was invested with angelic
glory in order that the majesty of the Law might be indubitable.’ Calvin then
wonders why ‘Moses could have borne the brightness of God’s glory, whilst
the people could not bear the rays which shone from his face?’ He solves that
problem by suggesting that ‘the difference between them was caused by their
original ‘departure from God’ in contrast with ‘Moses’ conference with God and
bearing the marks of God’s terrible power.’

In our New Testament reading (2 Corinthians 3:1-18) Paul returns to the story.
He explains (verse 14) that Christ cancelled the old covenant and that now all
believers in Him are ‘transfigured into his likeness’ and that therefore the veil
has been lifted permanently for the Corinthian faithful. They are all now ‘an
open letter of Christ’ because the Spirit of the Lord reigns amongst them (verse
17).

However before we turn to the meaning and relevance of being Christ’s letter,
let us stay a while longer with this obvious, awe-inspiring, change in the
appearance of Moses. It must have had a critical effect on the authority Moses
enjoyed amongst the Israelites. He not only got away with accusing them of
idolatry, but actually inspired an entirely new interpretation of their tribal
purpose in a foreign land.

Thanks to God’s spirit having this momentous and visible effect on Moses, his
leadership had become total. He became the bright conduit of ‘God’s glory’, as
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Calvin called it, adding that he now ‘bore the marks of God’s terrible power.’
So much so, that nothing could separate him anymore from that death-defying
moment when he met God on Mount Sinai.

Paul carried that same Spirit right to his own martyrdom in about 67 AD in
Rome. And, of course, in doing so he followed in the footsteps of the many
prophets before who were persecuted for their faith, including Jesus’ death on
the cross and John the Baptist’s decapitation. They were similarly to Moses
smitten by the encounter and engagement with God and so swallowed up by
the Holy Spirit, that it negated, strongly eclipsed, any fear of death and mortality.

And let us not forget the many martyrs of the Christian faith ever since. I am
thinking about the 300 Christians, following Calvin’s teaching in England who
Queen Mary burned at the stake in her short reign, a fate that the founder of
the Church of Scotland, John Knox only managed to escape by fleeing to Europe.
But I am also thinking about the more recent examples of charismatic leadership
(because that is what we are talking about here) amongst the Indians in Ontario
(Canada) and the Maoris in New Zealand.

Ganeodiyo or Handsome Lake (1735-1815) lifted the Iroquois out of a morass of
decadence after a visit from three celestial visitors. Sobriety and industry had
to take the place of drunkenness, gambling and idleness, not because these values
were good in themselves, but because the omnipotent, omniscient, creator god,
the Great Spirit, or Hawennyeyu, demanded it. Handsome Lake’s anti-white
faith inspired large sections of his people into an effective tribal force which has
continued into the present day.

Tahupotiki Wiremu Ratana (1873-1939) had a visit from the Holy Spirit in 1918
instructing him to become the mouthpiece of God, to unite the Maori people
and turn them to Jehovah. This vision had quite a sobering effect. He gave up
drinking and began to heal the sick and crippled. His fame spread rapidly to all
parts of New Zealand and henceforth the movement became thoroughly
inter-tribal. He gave the Maoris pride in their descent and faith in their belonging
to the faithful remnant (morehu).

However let us return to our New Testament reading for today, 2 Corinthians
3:1-18, where Paul explains that God has made a new covenant with Christ’s
followers. That covenant is not anymore written on stone, but on the human
heart. The veil has been lifted: God does not work indirectly anymore. He works
directly. The Christians in Corinth therefore are his letter.

There had been a controversy in the Christian community of Corinth. The dispute
was about leadership. Should it be Apollos, Peter or Paul? There had also been
instances of moral laxity. But these issues had been resolved. As Calvin explains,
not anymore was Paul accused of being ‘excessively fond of publishing his own
exploits’ or of ‘indulging immoderately in commendations of himself.’ Not any
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more was it necessary to exchange testimonials (2 Corinthians 3:2), because he
and the Corinthian Christians were united in their common faith in Christ.

Christ was their letter and both Paul and particularly the Corinthians were mere
instruments of God’s Holy Spirit. The letter was not a cold distant script written
on stone as were the Ten Commandments. No, it was engraved in living men
and women (2 Corinthians 3:3). Or as Calvin puts the words in Paul’s mouth:
‘So long as you shall remain Christians, I (Paul) shall have recommendations
enough. For your faith speaks my praise, as being the seal of my apostleship (1
Corinthians 9:2).’

Paul then continues to expand on all Christians (both men and women) being
an open letter of Christ. He sharply distinguishes between Jews and Christians.
The former focus on the Law of Moses, the latter on Christ (verse 14), who has
liberated humans from the restrictions of the old covenant (verse 18). And that
meant, Paul says, that the veil which Moses put over his face (Exodus 34:34)
whenever he conveyed God’s messages to the people, is now superfluous. In the
new covenant Christ is the bond. His Spirit directly affects humans. And he
means all humans, not just one ethnic group, the Jews. The Christian church is
universal.

Calvin elaborates on this newfound liberty or men’s souls now set free. ‘Let the
soul be connected with the body, and then there is a living man, endowed with
intelligence and perception, fit for all vital functions. Let the soul be removed
from the body, and there will remain nothing but a useless carcass, totally devoid
of feeling.’ And still on verse 17, Calvin calls Christ ‘the universal soul (who)
quickens us by the life-giving influence of his Spirit.’

That Spirit is tied to ‘grace’ or ‘charisma’ in the Bible. Moses, Jesus and Paul
were typically charismatic individuals. Their influence was wide and infectious.
They attracted through their enthusiasm and living faith large audiences,
followers and disciples. The Bible is the depositor and fount of that charismatic
spirit. It is, as Calvin describes it, ‘life-giving’, transcending the ages and as
relevant today as it has ever been.

How can we translate to our day and age Paul’s declaration that Christians are
open letters of Christ? Paul moves quickly from an actual letter of reference
(verse 1) to a letter that is intrinsically an expression of a personal relationship
(verse 2) to, even more abstractly, a letter that actually represents, stands for
(verse 3), the people to whom it is addressed.

Let us ask ourselves three questions (or answers to those questions) under three
headings: (1) Do we, Christians as the Corinthians, represent clear, decipherable,
messages from God or are we big black blots, as though Christ is writing on
blotting paper? (2) Are we non-descript in the eyes of the outside world, empty
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sheets of paper that have nothing to say to the age? (3) Are we letters that curl
around and write their scripts rather than letting Christ do the writing?

(1) Are we, church-going Christians, cold business letters or do we present a
more personal letter to the surroundings, where we live and work? Business
letters invariably attempt to profit in some way or other from the relation with
the person or the business to which the letter is addressed. They are usually
formal. Most of the letters I get in the mail every day are of that sort. They are
not unimportant, because they give me the information I need to keep our
company viable.

Yet they are definitely not personal. By contrast, the letters, or nowadays phone
calls, we receive from friends, relatives, children or grandchildren are different.
They may be about practical things, but in between the lines we perceive
concern, affection, love, and understanding. This is what Paul had in mind when
he called the Christians in Corinth ‘open letters of Christ.’ Are we as a Christian
congregation that kind of a letter?

Of course the church is also an organization and as such it has to deal with
finances, jobs to be done, tasks allocated, membership rolls kept, grounds
maintained, leadership exerted. Yet Paul meant that in a Christian organization
there also is a strong bond of charity, a concern for one another, surpassing
down-to-earth matters, going beyond ties of taste and status.

Jesus spoke about this in Matthew 25:34-36. ‘Come, enter and possess the
kingdom that has been ready for you since the world was made. For when I was
hungry, you gave me food; when thirsty, you gave me drink; when naked you
clothed me, when I was ill you came to help, when in prison you visited me.’

(2). If in tomorrow’s mail you were to receive an envelope with an empty sheet
of paper you would say: ‘So and so has made a mistake.’ Well, the Church has
sometimes been called a historical mistake by our adversaries. Christians are
compelled to prove them wrong. This must be done through showing that
Christian integrity, salvation or wholeness is more than stereotyped affability
or a mildewed platitude, a tradition for which the Sunday morning has been set
apart. Do we Christians have something to share with a world lost in its own
emptiness?

Almost all of us have been baptized. That means that our sheet of paper may be
empty, but still has a letterhead. Christ has put his stamp on us through baptism.
The first important step has been taken. Yet it has to be followed up, if we want
to avoid the world outside dismissing us as non-descript, of no consequence.

(3) Have you ever seen something as absurd as a letter curling around and writing
its own message? Yet that is what people outside the Church call ‘reality’, nothing
exists that cannot be explained in terms of its own inherent structure. And even
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within the church there is the danger of us being just a club for the internal
religious pleasure of its membership, sufficient unto itself.

However the Church does not primarily exist because you and I have economic,
social, and also religious needs. Certainly trusting the Lord gives us the serenity
to face the day. Yet the Bible never talks about ‘religious needs.’ Particularly
the prophetic strain in Scripture is often not congenial to any of our needs as
we feel them. God challenges our sins and the social disorder for which we are
responsible.

The Word of God may not suit everybody. Is your letter one that curls around
and writes its own message, rather than is receptive to Christ’s writing on you,
even when this writing is not particularly convenient?

Where does all this leave us?

If we are at all realistic, we have to admit that we fall short of being Christ’s
letter as described. We are often more like a cold business letter, an empty sheet
of paper, chameleons, adjusting ourselves to other’s expectations, blotting papers
with big black blots rather than clear, distinct writing, letters that curl around
to absurdly write our own message.

Humanly speaking we belong in God’s waste paper basket with all the other
dismissed, discarded, bits of paper. But that is where the Corinthians also
belonged. Didn’t Paul also speak about their ‘horrible infamies’, ‘sects’, divisions,
quarrels, jealousy, selfishness, fornication?

How then can he also call them Christ’s letter? Certainly the answer is that they
repented. Yet more importantly, both Corinthians and us are not letters of Christ,
because we deserve that title, but because God has refused to put us in the
wastepaper basket, but has put us on his writing desk. We are ‘declared’, as our
text says, to be Christ’s letter, in spite of our deficiencies. God has not left us to
our own devices, but has come down to us in Jesus Christ.

Being Christ’s letter does not only mean living up to an impossibly high standard,
but above all, it means living by a sure promise, a saving promise, a covenant
that God has established in Jesus Christ. And living by that promise will make
us Christ’s letter.
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