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The following paper discerns a broad line of inquiry in Pauline scholarship that harmonizes Paul's 

theologizing within a larger framework of salvation history. However, examining Paul's language 

more closely in successively narrower stages, renders this neat schematisation of Paul's thought 

problematic. Although the terms 'coherence' and 'contingency' appear in J.C. Beker's, Paul the 

Apostle (1980), I am not in this paper relying on ideas developed in that book. Rather, I am employing 

the terms more generally: 'coherence' to indicate some sort of system or core to Paul's thought, and 

'contingency' to refer to the situational needs which Paul is responding to in his letters. Respecting 

the seminar format of this session, my paper looks forward to the discussion following the ideas 

presented here.   

 

The 'covenant or creation?'  line of inquiry 

 

There exists in the study of Paul a line of inquiry that plays off his ‘new covenant’ language in 2 Cor 3 

against the language of ‘new creation’ in 2 Cor 5. Often the question centres around which of these 

‘semantic domains’ was more fundamental to Paul. W.D. Davies argued that for Paul the concept of 

covenant was central (Davies 1948: 251): Paul saw himself in categories taken directly from the 

Exodus story. Christ believers had, like the Israelites of old, to experience the New Exodus in order to 

stand at the New Sinai and enter into the New Covenant, whose minister Paul was (Davies 1948: 

225). Disputing Davies’ position, E.P. Sanders countered that covenantal categories are inadequate to 

fully understand Paul (Sanders 1977: 511-515). For Sanders it is Palestinian Judaism which can be 

characterized in terms of ‘covenantal nomism’, the notion that it is God who establishes a covenant 

as an act of grace which then requires a response of human obedience to his commandments 

(Sanders 1977: 75). Yet Paul (and, in time, Christianity) transcends covenantal categories with the 

concept of ‘new creation’. “The heart of Paul’s thought is not that one ratifies and agrees to a 

covenant offered by God, and remaining in it on the condition of proper behaviour; but that one dies 

with Christ, obtaining new life and the initial transformation which leads to the resurrection and 

ultimate transformation, that one is a member of the body of Christ and one Spirit with him, and that 

one remains so unless one breaks the participatory union by forming another” (Sanders 1977: 514). 

 In his comprehensive study of the letter/spirit contrast in 2 Cor 3:6, S.J. Hafemann swung the 

pendulum back in favour of Davies (Hafemann 1995: 429-436). He critiqued Sanders for driving a 

wedge between the conceptual worlds of new exodus and new creation which Paul himself would not 

have seen as distinct from each other. Yet it is clear that covenant is the more fundamental category 

for Hafemann. Agreeing with the studies of G.K. Beale (1989) and W.J. Webb (1993) that the (second) 

exodus typology and new covenant motif are the framework of Paul’s thinking in 2 Cor 2:14-7:4, 

Hafemann argued that new creation should be viewed as the “extension of the more primary and 

fundamental new covenant and second exodus themes” (Hafemann 1995: 430 n. 289). Most recently, 

J.W. Yates has reversed Hafemann’s findings (Yates 2008: 106-124). Studying Spirit and creation in Paul, 

he finds that Paul’s mention of the life-giving Spirit in 2 Cor 3 has a broader context than its immediate 

antithetical contrast between ministries and covenants. “The belief in a dawning new creation is in fact 
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the principal context in which this description must be understood, standing over that of ministry and 

covenant. This is to reverse Hafemann’s framework” (Yates 2008: 124).  

 The 'covenant or creation?' line of inquiry does not confine itself merely to the study of 2 

Corinthians.  Traces of it can be discerned in other studies on Paul. Just to mention two of them: (1) In a 

study of the function of covenant in Judaism and Paul, E.J. Christiansen argued that while Paul does 

refer to covenant in his letters, his reliance on it as a framework to articulate Christian identity is 

actually replaced by the new creation that takes place in the ejkklhsiva tou' qeou', in which “Christian 

identity is primarily expressed in terms of ‘belonging to’ or ‘being in’ Christ or ‘having received’ the 

Spirit, never as being in the covenant” (Christiansen 1995: 271). (2) In another context, the heated 

debate on the reading of dikaiosuvnh qeou' as either a subjective (Käsemann 1961) or objective 

genitive (Bultmann 1964), produced the following statement from E. Käsemann: “Paul, unlike the 

community of the days immediately after Easter, does not base his thinking on the conception of the 

renewed covenant and the holy remnant, or at least only does so rarely as a makeshift expedient. For 

him Christ is definitely not, as for instance, in Matthew’s Nativity story, the second Moses; he is the 

second Adam and, in this role, brings in the new covenant and the new creation. In so far as this is so, 

God’s righteousness cannot now for Paul be primarily the divine covenant-faithfulness towards Israel” 

(Käsemann 1969: 178).  

 Against this polarizing tendency, N.T. Wright has argued that the conceptual worlds of creation 

and covenant are inextricably linked for Paul (Wright 2005:21-39). Starting with the Old Testament, he 

argues that it contains a theology of creation and covenant which can be summed up as: “the creator 

God is the covenant God, and vice versa” (Wright 2005: 24). It is the salvation historical story that 

moves from universal to particular and back to the universal. God covenants with a specific human 

family, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob  in order that they and their descendants might undo the sin of Adam 

(universal humanity), and from which in time flows the idea of Israel’s mission (particular) to be a light 

to the Gentiles (back to the universal). This framework, which forms the ‘deep implicit narrative’ of the 

entire Old Testament, goes on to inform the theology of Second Temple Jewish movements, including 

Paul’s own theology. Wright then examines what he considers to be three central Pauline passages 

where this theology of creation and covenant can be discerned: the Christological hymn of Col 1:15-20, 

the discussion on death and resurrection in 1 Cor 15 and the sequence of thought in Rom 1-11. What is 

somewhat surprising is that he does not examine the more obvious choice of 2 Cor 3-5, except to say 

after his examination of the aforementioned three passages that “[i]t would be interesting to explore 

the way in which, in 2 Corinthians 3-5, the theology of new covenant works its way through to new 

creation in 5.17” (Wright 2005: 33).  

One cannot help shaking the impression that the question of covenant and creation is primarily 

a theological preoccupation that imposes itself on Pauline studies from outside, a sort of 

heilsgeschichtliche scheme that seeks to find some type of theological centre or coherent system to 

Paul's writings. That search for a 'centre' to Paul's thought has been carefully nuanced in recent years 

(cf. Hay and Johnson 1997; Porter 2006) with scholars placing more emphasis on in-depth studies of 

Paul's individual letters. The present seminar's focus on 2 Corinthians thus allows us the opportunity to 

examine the discussion on covenant and creation more specifically. Yet even here, as the following 

structural analysis of 2 Cor 3-5 will set out to show, it is still possible to opt for a 'covenant' or 'creation' 

perspective, depending on which pole one places the priority. I use the studies of Webb (1993) and 

Hubbard (2002) as representative examples of the covenant and creation pole respectively.  
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A brief structural analysis of the text of 2 Cor 3-5 

 

A first, even if superficial, structural parallel that catches the eye when considering 2 Cor 3-5, is the 

contrast between new and old covenant (3:6, 14) and new and old creation (5:17), with the expression 

‘in Christ’ to be found in both passages: 

  new      old 

 

(3:6) diakovnou" kainh'"kainh'"kainh'"kainh'" diaqhvkh" 
ouj gravmmato"  

ajllaV pneuvmato" 

(3:14)       th'" palaia'"palaia'"palaia'"palaia'" diaqhvkh" 

mhV ajnakaluptovmenon  
o{ti ejn Cristw'/ ejn Cristw'/ ejn Cristw'/ ejn Cristw'/ katargei'tai   (o{ti ejn Cristw'/ katargei'tai) 

 

(5:17) w{ste ei[ ti" ejn Cristw'ejn Cristw'ejn Cristw'ejn Cristw'/, kainhVkainhVkainhVkainhV ktivsi" 
taV ajrcai'aajrcai'aajrcai'aajrcai'a parh'lqen,  

ijdouV gevgonen kainavkainavkainavkainav 

 

The question that arises, though, is to what extent these pairings of old and new interrelate 

with one another other. (Another, not insignificant question, is whether palaiov" palaiov" palaiov" palaiov" and arcai'o" arcai'o" arcai'o" arcai'o" can 

really be considered synonyms). If one takes a new covenant perspective (as, for instance, Webb 1993 

does), it can be shown that new covenant concepts surface throughout 2 Cor 2:14-7:4, the section that 

is usually considered Paul’s apology for his apostolic ministry. For our purposes, I shall concentrate on 

the sections from 2:14 to 5:21 (Webb 1993:72-158). The clearest use of new covenant traditions are to 

be found in 2:14-3:6 and 3:7-18, in Paul’s explicit use of the phrase diakovnou" kainh'" diaqhvkh" 

(3:6), but also his allusion to OT passages which contain new covenant and exilic return promises 

through the use of ejn plaxiVn kardivai" sarkivnai" (3:3) and ejn tai'" kardivai" (3:2). This leads to 

Paul’s presentation of Moses (3:7-18), whose ministry in the context is contrasted with that of Paul’s. 

The primary contrast is that between the dovxa of the new covenant and that of the old covenant, 

under which the other contrasts can be subsumed, viz.: letter and spirit (3:6), what ‘kills’ against what 

‘gives life’ (3:6), ministry of death versus ministry of the spirit (3:7-8), the ministry of condemnation 

and the ministry of justification/righteousness (3:9), what was set aside (toV katargouvmenon) against 

the permanent (toV mevnon) (3:11).  

In the section 4:1-6, discussion on the new covenant ministry continues through use of thVn 

diakonivan tauvthn (4:1) and the association of dovxa with light (4:4 and 4:6). In 4:7-15, the discussion 

on ‘treasure in earthen vessels’  takes over, but the development of the ‘inner’ perspective allows new 

covenant categories to resurface in 4:16-5:10 where the present renewal (ajnakainou'tai) of the ‘inner 

person’ (4:16) harks back to the language of transformation (metamorfouvmeqa) employed in 3:18. The 

‘eternal weight of glory’ (4:17) beyond all comparison (kaq= uJperbolhVn eij" uJperbolhVn) recalls the 

surpassing splendour (uJperballouvsh") discussed in 3:10.  Similarly, in 5:11-21, the language of ejn 

kardiva/ (5:12) coheres well with the inward dimensions (ejn tai'" kardivai") that the new covenant 

perspective brings (3:2-3). The new ministry that comes into view, thVn diakonivan th'" katallagh'" 

(5:18) reminds one of hJ diakoniva tou' pneuvmato" (3:8) and hJ diakoniva th'" dikaiosuvnh"(3:9), 

while the dikaiosuvnh of 5:21 which undoes trespass and sin (paraptwvmata and aJmartivan) of 5:18, 

21) is reminiscent of the dikaiosuvnh which outstrips condemnation (katakrivsew") in 3:9. 
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 The above exegetical comments highlight what covenantal categories can be argued to exist on 

a structural level of the text. They show that new covenant language is most strongly clustered around 

the pole of 2:14-3:18 but extends its ambit in alluded, implied or weaker form right up to 5:21. Yet, 

looking at the same segment of passages, but this time from a new creation perspective, it can be 

argued that the language of new creation, while mainly concentrated in 5:11-21, has a sphere of 

influence that reaches as far back to 2:16 and can be seen to operate in 3:16-4:6.   

One does this by first emphasizing the close parallels that exist between 2:14-3:6 and 5:11-13. 

Next, one can argue, that the mention of pneu'ma in 3:3, 3:6, 3:18, 5:5 allows for a connecting bridge 

between these two passages, what Hubbard terms a ‘pneumatological drift’ (Hubbard 2002: 151). It 

has also been argued that the complex of terms zwhv (2:16, 4:10-11, 5:4, 5:15), dovxa (3:7-4:6) and 

eijkwvn (3:18, 4:4) form a part of Paul’s theology of creation/consummation (Hubbard 2002: 157). 

Beyond this, there is also the thematic affinity of ‘creation’ language in 4:6 and 5:17. Both passages 

have been argued to rely on Isaianic traditions. The passage in 4:6 seems to be drawing on Gen 1:3 (the 

creation of light) amplified by Isa 9:1 (the people walking in darkness who see a great light). With 

respect to 5:17b, a comparison can be made to the language of Isa 43:18-19: 

Isa 43:18-19   

taV ajrcai'a mhV sullogivzesqe ijdouV poiw' 
kainaV  

2 Cor 5:17b  

taV ajrcai'a parh'lqen, ijdouV gevgonen kainav 

Structural affinities are also drawn between 2 Cor 3:18, 4:4 and 4:6, which are viewed as 

parallel and help make the case for a ‘motif of transformation’ (Hubbard 2002: 153-161). If the 

condition and location of this transformation is to be ejn Cristw' (3:14 and 5:17), then the element of 

‘conversion’ plays a key role. This then focuses interest on Paul’s choice of  ejpistrevyh/ in 3:16 (instead 

of using the eijseporeuveto that is found in Exod 34:34 he is alluding to) and the argument that 

ejpistrevfw is a technical term for conversion. Interestingly, a ‘gnomic’ structural parallel can also be 

made between 3:16 and 5:17a (Hubbard 2002: 178):  

3:16   

hJnivka deV ejaVn ejpistrevyh/ proV" kuvrion, 
periairei'tai toV kavlumma. 

5:17a  

w{ste ei[ ti" ejn Cristw'/,  
kainhV ktivsi" 

This parallel is strengthened if one makes the case that transformation constitutes an inner 

renewal, for which arguments are then marshalled that new covenant language is marked out by an 

emphasis on the interior (the ejn kardiva/ perspective that the prophets, particularly Jeremiah and 

Ezekiel, spoke of). The antitheses between internal and external (3:1-3, 3:6, 4:6-7, 4:16, 4:18, 5:7, 5:12) 

are then seen to display this emphasis on the interiority of transformation. Interiority and antithesis will 

go on to play a vital role in 5:11-21. In sum, God’s new covenant work in the hearts of believers can 

thus be a clue to Paul’s understanding of the phrase ‘new creation’, since kainhV ktivsi" relates to the 

inner working of the Spirit. (This emphasis on the interior, largely prominent in Hubbard's work, has 

most recently been taken up in V. Henry T. Nguyen, 2008, who argues that Paul was advancing an 

internalized e*n kardiva perspective in order to critique a supposed preoccupation in Roman Corinth 

with provswpon, which Nguyen understands to be superficial externals.) 

What I hope this structural analysis shows is that it produces results which both sides of the 

covenant-creation spectrum can endorse. The emphasis then depends on one's interpretive 

preference: either one places an emphasis on covenant being prior, and more fundamental, to Paul 

(Webb), or one chooses to see Paul's use of new covenant language as merely preparatory to the new 

creation language it leads up to in 2 Cor 5 (Hubbard). It is my contention, though, that when one looks 

more closely at the language in detail, one becomes less assured of the inexorability of Paul's line of 

thought. To indicate what I mean by this, I propose in what follows to look more carefully at Paul's 
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language in 2 Cor 3. I devote my attention to 2 Cor 3 because it is the topic of this particular session, 

but also because it helps narrow the focus even further. Moreover, rather than concentrate solely on 

the word 'covenant' (diaqhvkh) there, which is after all a rare word in Paul's vocabulary (only 8x in the 

undisputed Pauline letters - Gal 3,15.17; 4,24; 1 Cor 11,25; 2 Cor 3,6.14; Rom 9,4; 11,27), I wish 

instead to comment on two terms that seem to qualify Paul's usage of covenant language in 2 Cor 3. 

The two terms in question are katargevw and tevlo".  

  

Paul's use of katargevw and tevlo" in 2 Cor 3:7-18 

 

In the interests of time, I refer to the extensive comments on Paul's use of katargevw and tevlo" which 

can be found at Appendix One to this paper, and summarise the findings as follows: Paul's use of 

katargevw and tevlo" continues to vex and frustrate exegetes, particularly with regard to their 

referents.  In v. 7, the feminine attributive present participle is understood in its immediate sense as 

referring to the glory on/of Moses' face. The change to a neuter substantive participle in vv. 11 and 

13 seems to broaden the scope to something more general, but here one can choose to see it more 

immediately as referring to the diakoniva of Moses, but then what this diakoniva implies is also 

unclear. In v. 13 we also have the problem of tevlo", which acts as a hinge on which the 

understanding of katargevw depends, but then here we are caught between the option of rendering 

it as "goal" or "end". The choice for end/cessation requires a reading of Moses' glory fading, 

something not necessarily required when translating katargevw. The reading of "goal" however 

places a huge reliance on Paul's later use of tevlo" in Rom 10:4 and here there is discussion as to 

whether that is a legitimate parallel to 2 Cor 3:13 since in Rom 10:4 it is novmo" that is in view 

whereas in 2 Cor 3 (and, indeed, 2 Cor as a whole), the term novmo" does not even occur. Finally, in v. 

14 we are frustrated by what is the implied subject of katargei'tai. Is it the glory of the Mosaic 

covenant, the old covenant, or just the veil? Here, in a limited, restricted, sense it seems to be the 

veil. That being said, the ambiguity of katargevw and tevlo", together with locating their referents, 

contributes to the uncertainty of what exactly Paul means.  

Thus, the closer one examines Paul's language in 2 Cor 3, the more one realizes it contains a 

certain ambiguity. I have merely in this section chosen to concentrate on the terms katargevw and 

tevlo", but many other terms are similarly riddled by this ambiguity (I need only mention the 

characterization of dovxa in this passage, a term I could not cover here, but William Campbell (2009) 

has recently delivered a paper in Leuven that captured well the ambivalent 'degrees of whiteness' 

behind Paul's use of the term dovxa). To ascertain whether this ambiguity is deliberate on Paul's part 

would be hard to establish. What I wish to argue is that the ambiguity renders us less than sure on 

what Paul was intending in his use of covenant language. If one considers that disjunctive renderings 

of katargevw and tevlo" remain within the realm of semantic possibility (and here I am using the 

term 'disjunction' in the same way that S.K. Davis 2002: 185 employs it when he situates Paul within 

an interpretive tradition of 'prophetic disjunction'), then it might already be some indication that 

Paul was not fully convinced that covenantal categories were best to express what he was dealing 

with in the apology for his apostolic ministry. I am therefore somewhat hesitant in adopting too 

quickly solutions which advocate that what Paul had in mind was covenant renewal (and this I 

believe would place me at odds with Tom Blanton's paper in this session, even though I continue to 

be intrigued by the way he was able to integrate a creational pattern of Torah observance; Blanton 

2009: 10-12). 
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The ambiguity of Paul's language contributes to the uncertainty exegetes face when trying to 

fit Paul into either a covenantal or creational scheme of thought, and explains the pendulum swing of 

opinion I have highlighted at the beginning of this paper. Yet, if it seems that I am advocating a move 

away from 'coherence', that is to say, resisting the urge to impose upon Paul a theological framework 

from without, this should not be taken to mean that I am proposing that Paul's 'theologizing' is 

something purely contingent upon the situational needs of each letter. (That would be an option 

favoured by Räisänen 1987, the notion of an erratic Paul). I wish instead to situate Paul somewhere 

between coherence and contingency, and my final section delves into some recent insights from 

social memory in order to bring this point home. 

 

Paul and the re-membering of traditions 

 

Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians displays an apostle not altogether secure in how his readers, 

the Corinthians, will react. Much study has gone into the causes of the conflict in 2 Cor. It seems that 

in 1 Cor we witness a Paul writing to a community divided by internal conflicts. Paul is their founder 

and he is writing to them to bring about a much-needed sense of unity. But in 2 Cor we get the 

picture that this time Paul himself is the cause of the problem, and so this epistle has a more 

apologetic and polemical tone, apologetic because Paul defends the legitimacy of his apostleship that 

has been called into question, and polemical because rivals seem to have come to Corinth and cast 

aspersions on Paul’s character. In Paul’s eyes they are mere “peddlers of God’s word” (2:17) who rely 

on letters of recommendation (3:1). The identity of these opponents has been the subject of debate 

but I need not delve into that here. The fact that Paul’s opponents needed letters of introduction 

proves that they were not from Corinth while Paul, on the other hand, has no need of such because, 

as he tells the Corinthians, “you yourselves are our letter” (3:2), thus reminding them who their 

founder was.  

As is well known, 2 Cor 3 proceeds with stark antithetical language. Paul also introduces the 

figure of Moses in 3:7-18, mentioning the incident of the glory on his face, and the veil. If one 

carefully compares Paul’s version to the original narrative in Exod 34:29-35 one will immediately 

notice that Exodus does not (1) mention the glory on Moses’ face fading, (2) suggest that the 

Israelites were unable to look at Moses’ face, (3) link the putting on of the veil to their inability to 

gaze at Moses, or (4) provide a motive for the veiling (Belleville 1993: 165-186). In a recent social 

scientific study of the passage, T.R. Blanton has analyzed what he terms the ‘Pauline redeployment of 

the motif of Moses’ veil’ (Blanton 2007: 218f). Paul is attempting to delegitimize the ideology and 

praxis of his rivals who preached that under the new covenant the spirit enables perfect observance 

of the law. But rather than attack his opponents head-on he undermines their ideology of the 

primacy of the Mosaic law. By way of an exegetical inversion Paul constructs a discourse that 

transposes the charges against him of falsifying God’s word and preaching a veiled gospel (cf. 2 Cor 

4:2-3) onto Moses instead and, by extension, onto the opponents advocating Torah observance. 

Blanton points out the irony of a Paul who defends himself against the charge of falsifying the word 

of God by exegeting a meaning from the Exodus text that runs exactly counter to its plain sense. But 

that is precisely because Paul’s discourse is aimed at legitimizing his own ideology over against a 

position that he construes as inimical in the process.  

Taking Blanton’s findings further, I have argued elsewhere (See Appendix Two) that in 2 Cor 3 

Paul is engaged in what is termed “mnemonic contestation,” the contestation and modification of a 

foundational memory to serve in-group purposes (see Esler 2006: 23-34). I am unable to provide at 
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this stage a technical introduction to social or cultural memory theory (see Kirk and Thatcher 2005; 

Assmann 2006). Applying it, though, to 2 Cor 3, allows one to see a Paul who deliberately modifies 

the Israelite memory surrounding the glory of Moses in light of the situation he is faced with at 

Corinth. It is similar to what Paul does to Abraham in Galatians when he refashions the memory of 

Abraham in light of his disputation with opponents regarding the issue of circumcision. Paul supplies 

his Corinthian community with a narrative identity based on Exodus traditions (we see this already in 

1 Cor 5:5-8; 10:1-13; 15:20) because they were culturally and religiously significant for him. These 

traditions are however reshaped by the Christ event and the Corinthian context. We see this happen, 

for instance, with the term kainhV diaqhvkh. It does not just hark back to Jeremiah’s use of the term 

(Jer 31 (38 LXX):31-34) but, more importantly, to the tradition of the Lord’s Supper that Paul has 

received and was reminding the Corinthians of in order to foster community togetherness (1 Cor 

11:23-26). Here it is important to state that 2 Cor 3 is often analyzed in terms of its intertextual links 

to Ezek 36:25-27, Jer 38:31-34 LXX (it is Jeremiah that uses the term kainhV diaqhvkh) and Exod 

34:29-35, but the link to Paul’s own use of the term kainhV diaqhvkh in 1 Cor 11:23-26 is mostly 

glossed over. If one considers, however, that commemoration of Jesus’ death through the ritual meal 

of bread and wine are constituent elements of the new covenant (Keightley 2005), then in using the 

term ‘new covenant’ in 2 Cor 3:6, I would argue that Paul is employing a mnemonic device to remind 

the Corinthian Christians of his founding role in supplying them the shared narrative upon which 

their corporate identity is built. Paul’s use of new covenant language in 2 Cor 3 occurs amidst his 

desire to wean the Corinthians away from rivals and rally them behind him instead. In this way Paul 

not only relies on traditions but redeploys them to new ends, re-membering them in their most 

active sense.  

Social memory theory can be helpful when studying Paul's use of covenant traditions in 2 Cor 

3. As already mentioned, it would place an emphasis not just on intertextuality but also on 

intratextuality, to compare the similarities and differences to Paul's previous usage of a similar term 

elsewhere. Yates (2008: 110-113), for instance,  argues that to understand Paul's association of 

'spirit' with 'life' in 2 Cor 3:6, one must also factor in Paul's use of pneu'ma zw/opoiou'n in 1 Cor 15:45). 

In the Corinthian correspondence we are greatly aided by the fact that he uses the term kainhV 

diaqhvkh twice to the same community. A study of their different contexts would thus allow us to 

gauge some shift in Paul's usage that the apostle might be adding to the meaning of the term. 

Secondly, social memory theory is able to think alongside studies that are more willing to 

countenance some type of disjuncture in Paul's use of the term kainhV diaqhvkh (as, for instance, 

Davis 2002, already mentioned does). Similarly, it would be willing to study to what extent the 

adjective kainov" adds a shift in meaning to Paul's use of the term diaqhvkh. Comparative studies of 

the term diaqhvkh and even kainhV diaqhvkh, tend to stress more easily the idea of 'renewal', rather 

than the idea of its newness, but, as already shown, the terms katargevw and tevlo" problematise a 

too-easy emphasis on continuity in this instance. These terms already indicate that Paul's affixing of 

the adjective kainov", -h, -on to diaqhvkh 2 Cor 3:6 may approximate a result similar to Christina 

Hoegen-Rohls' study of ktivsi" and kainhV ktivsi" in Paul's letters, namely that "[i]n Pauline 

vocabulary, the adjective kainhV encompasses the radicality and drama with which the reality of 

salvation comes to believers in their own present time. […] It articulates the salvific newness that 

arises from the death of Jesus as 'the particular [thing] that is the point of the gospel'" (Hoegen-Rohls 

2002: 121). A similar radicality and drama which attaches itself to the kainhV diaqhvkh (and its 

ministry) would go some way to explaining why Paul so sharply delineates the reading of 'Moses' as 

palaiav diaqhvkh (3:14). 
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Finally, insights from social memory theory would also cohere well with findings from recent 

studies on identity in Paul. Paul's re-membering of traditions in the Corinthian correspondence helps 

secure his role in the ongoing identity formation of the Corinthian community. The studies on 

identity transformation by B.W. Longenecker (1998), Horrell (2000), P.F. Esler (2003), W.S. Campbell 

(2006), and J.B. Tucker (2008), are worth mentioning in this regard. The relationship between 

memory and identity is already being pursued in studies of the Gospels (see Byrskog 2008: 33-57).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has been an exercise in deconstruction, not in any philosophical sense, but in a cautious 

questioning (and subsequent dismantling) of presuppositions behind a too easy schematisation of 

Paul's thought. Starting from the macro view of a certain line of inquiry that imposes itself on Pauline 

studies from outside with respect to the priority of covenantal or creational categories behind Paul's 

theologizing, I have aimed in this paper to train our eyes on the details of Paul's language in order to 

show that things are less straightforward when viewed up close. My main purpose in this is to resist 

fitting Paul into a priori schemes of covenant or creation theology. In this I have relied on the  

ambiguity that resulted from a close look at just two words Paul employs in 2 Cor 3, katargevw and 

tevlo", which qualify, or at least render uncertain, his reliance on covenantal concepts in that 

chapter. I believe this uncertainty helps to situate Paul somewhere more accurately between 

'coherence', some sort of core or system behind Paul's reliance on traditions, and 'contingency', the 

situational needs that make him redeploy those traditions to new ends. In this I have also attempted 

to show that insights from social memory can be helpful.  
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Appendix One:  

 

Examining the exegetical options of katargevw and tevlo" 2 Cor 3:7, 11, 13 and 14 

 

We need to bear in mind a tension that confronts us when reading 2 Cor 3:7-18 which increases the difficulty of 

its interpretation: Paul seems to be making contradictory statements. For instance, the ministry of 'death' 

(qanavtou) and 'condemnation' (katakrivsew") is also at the same time 'glorious'.
1
 Second, Paul presents 

Moses both as representing the old covenant (3:13, 15) and as the example for unhindered access to divine 

glory (3:16, 18).
2
 Third, Paul compares his sufficiency (iJkanov" cf. 2:16, 3:5, 6) to that of Moses but then also 

contrasts his ministry against Moses' (3:13).
3
 These tensions are reflected when examining the exegetical 

options with regard to Paul's use of katargevw and tevlo" in 3:7-18. The four verses in question are:  

7  Eij deV hJ diakoniva tou' qanavtou ejn gravmmasin ejntetupwmevnh livqoi" ejgenhvqh ejn dovxh/, 
w{ste mhV duvnasqai ajtenivsai touV" uiJouV"  jIsrahVl eij" toV provswpon Mwu>sevw" diaV thVn 
dovxan tou' proswvpou aujtou' thVn katargoumevnhnthVn katargoumevnhnthVn katargoumevnhnthVn katargoumevnhn,  

11  eij gaVr toV katargouvmenontoV katargouvmenontoV katargouvmenontoV katargouvmenon diaV dovxh", pollw'/ ma'llon toV mevnon ejn dovxh/.  

13  kaiV ouj kaqavper Mwu>sh'" ejtivqei kavlumma ejpiV toV provswpon aujtou' proV" toV mhV ajtenivsai 
touV" uiJouV"  jIsrahVl eij" toV tevlo"tevlo"tevlo"tevlo" tou' katargoumevnoutou' katargoumevnoutou' katargoumevnoutou' katargoumevnou.  

14  ajllaV ejpwrwvqh taV nohvmata aujtw'n. a[cri gaVr th'" shvmeron hJmevra" toV aujtoV kavlumma ejpiV 
th'/ ajnagnwvsei th'" palaia'" diaqhvkh" mevnei, mhV ajnakaluptovmenon o{ti ejn Cristw'/ 
katargei'taikatargei'taikatargei'taikatargei'tai: 

Katargevw is rare in both extra-biblical Greek and the LXX. In the NT it is used almost exclusively by 

Paul. His usage (in the undisputed letters) accounts for 22 of the 27 occurrences in the NT, with its highest 

concentration (4x) in 2 Cor 3:7-18, prompting its consideration as a terminus technicus.
4
 Determining its 

meaning, then, will be crucial for the interpretation of the passage. The simplex a*rgevw translates "be out of 

action," while the compound katargevw in the active voice renders "cause to be out of action," In the passive it 

means "cease," "pass away".
5
 

 

3:7 

In 2 Cor 3:7, thVn katargoumevnhn is a feminine attributive present participle expressing repeated action in the 

past.
6
 It modifies thVn dovxan, which in its immediate sense can be understood as referring to the glory on 

Moses' face, but some will choose to understand this as referring to the entire Mosaic dispensation, in light of 

the later change to a neuter substantival participle toV katargouvmenon in vv. 11 and 13.
7
  

                                                           

1 Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, 138: "Paul does not explain how it is that something which condemns and 
kills can be glorious. He is caught here as elsewhere between two convictions, but here there is no struggle to resolve them; 
he states them both as facts." 
2 Hays, Echoes, 144: "Moses prefigures Christian experience, but he is not a Christian. He is both the paradigm for 
Christians' direct experience of the Spirit and the symbol for the old covenant to which that experience is set in anthithesis." 
3 Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 34: "if Paul's authority as an apostle is based in some sense on the 
parallel between his sufficiency and the sufficiency of Moses, it is also equally supported by the contrast between his 
diakoniva and the diakoniva of Moses". 
4
 Ibid., 309: "Indeed, Paul's frequent and consistent use of katargevw sayings warrants its consideration as a Pauline 

terminus technicus to express the meaning of the coming and return of Christ in relationship the structures of this world on 

the one hand, and its significance for the effects of those structures on the other. Katargevw becomes for Paul a theological 

designation in which the turn of the ages is expressed in terms of what the gospel does and does not abolish and what does 

and does not continue to be effective or operate as a result. Paul's characteristic use of the term therefore poses in itself 

the question of the continuity and discontinuity between this age and the age to come.  

5 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 284. 
6 Ibid., 285. 
7 Ibid. "It might also be noted at this point that since the verb katargevomai appears as a neuter substantival participle in vv. 
11 and 13 in reference to the era and order of the old covenant, it is relatively insignificant that Paul attaches the participle 
katargoumevnh to dovxa, not diakoniva. The glory on Moses' face symbolizes the whole Mosaic dispensation, including its 
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Grammatically, the form of a present participle is identical in the middle and the passive voice.
8
 Thus, 

one can translate it either as 'coming to an end' or 'being abolished' (the NRSV opts for "set aside"). Yet, it is 

more likely to be passive since in v. 14 katargevw is certainly passive and this is also assumed to be the case in 

vv. 11 and 13.
9
 While many English versions translate the verb with "fading" (e.g. RSV, NIV, NEB, NASB, JB, NAB, 

REB), it should be noted that there is no lexical evidence for katargevw to be translated this way.
10

 Rather, to 

translate katargevw as "render ineffective" fits all Pauline and NT contexts. Paul is consistent in using it to refer 

to something invalidated or replaced.
11

 Furthermore, other than in 2 Cor 3:7-18, the notion of a gradual 

diminishing of some former reality is never suggested,
12

 since the semantic field of katargevw appears to be the 

realm of legal process rather than visual imagery.
13

 

It is owing to Hans Windisch and Siegfried Schulz that katargevw has been translated in this context to 

mean "fading".
14

 The participle is seen to convey Moses' negative critique of the Law because it is taken as 

synonymous with the neuter substantival participle toV katargouvmenon. One speaks then of "the derogatory 

addition of thVn katargoumevnhn …".
15

 Since Exod. 34:29-35 does not refer to Moses' glory fading, Paul not only 

goes beyond the biblical text, but seems to intentionally misread it in light of his apologetic concerns (the 

defence of his ministry) and supposed Christian presuppositions (e.g. a divide between 'Law' and 'Gospel').  

Yet a problem arises: if Paul is engaged in a debate with rivals at Corinth who are accusing him of 

preaching a 'veiled gospel' (2 Cor 4:3), would it not weaken Paul's position if he was basing his argument on his 

own fanciful reading of the Exodus narrative? In order to avoid this conclusion, two options are available. One 

either posits that there existed such a tradition of a fading glory and then seeks to recover this
16

 or one 

suggests that katargoumevnhn in v. 7, because of its present tense, should not be read as referring to the time 

of Moses, but to Paul's day. In this reading, Paul is asserting that it is now the case that the glory of the Law or 

ministry of Moses is "passing away".
17

 (This seems to be the reading offered by the NRSV translation: "a glory 

now set aside".)  

We reserve comment with respect to the first option of an existing tradition, but with respect to the 

second, it is argued that the time reference of the w{ste-clause is determined by the main verb of the previous 

eij deV –clause. This verb, the aorist ejgenhvqh "took place", signifies that the entire protasis is referring to the 

time of Moses. Hence, thVn katargoumevnhn, is most easily read as referring to the glory in Moses' day, thus 

"was being annulled". Besides, Paul indicates explicitly in 2 Cor 3:14b, 15 (th'" shvmeron hJmevra"; e{w" 

shvmeron) when he changes from Moses' time to his own.
18

  

To resolve the issue of translating thVn katargoumevnhn in 3:7, one can begin by arguing that the 

emphasis here is not its time reference but that it is passive.
19

 On asking who or what is causing the action, if 

one claims that it is the veil of Moses, it explains in a natural way why the glory of Moses' face was "being 

rendered inoperative" (Hafemann) or "hindered" (Baker). One would not need to leave the time frame of the 

Exodus narrative which Paul is using, nor would one here in v. 7 need to posit that Paul has read against the 

Exodus text and introduced a notion of Moses' glory "fading".  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

diaqhvkh and its diakoniva." But, Avemarie, "The Notion," (11)  disagrees: "Paul clearly does not refer to any covenant, but 
to the vanishing radiance of the face of Moses."  
8 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 243, n. 362. 
9 Thrall (ibid.) points out that in Rom 6:6, 7:6 and Gal 5:4 it is also passive. 
10 See Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 286-309 and William R. Baker, “Did the Glory of Moses’ Face 
Fade? A Reexamination of katarge/w in 2 Corinthians 3:7-18.” BBR 10.1 (2000) 3-5.  
11 Victor Paul Furnish, II Corinthians, AB 32A (Garden City: Doubleday, 1984) 203.  
12 Baker, “Did the Glory of Moses’ Face Fade?" 5. 
13 Hays, Echoes, 134. 
14 Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 286. 
15 Hafemann, ibid., quoting Ralph P. Martin, 2 Corinthians, WBC 40 (Waco: Word, 1986) 62. 
16 Most recently done by Belleville in Reflections of Glory. Needless to say, she is a proponent of the reading of katarge/w 
as "fading". 
17 See Stockhausen, Moses' Veil and the Glory of the New Covenant, 87, n.3. 
18 Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 300 and Furnish, II Corinthians, 203.  
19 Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 311. 
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 So, to summarise, already in v. 7, several exegetical decisions need to be taken that influence the 

interpretation of katargevw. One must: 

(1) decide whether it is synonymous with its neuter form (in later verses) with regard to its referent; 

(2) decide whether to interpret it as passive or middle; 

(3) choose between emphasizing its voice or its tense; and  

(4) opt for either its usual meaning of "'rendering ineffective" or an exceptional meaning of "fading". 

3:11 

In v. 11, the participle has become neuter and a substantive (as opposed to it being feminine and attributive in 

v. 7). Thus, whereas thVn katargoumevnhn referred specifically to the glory on Moses' face in v. 7, here toV 

katargouvmenon could be understood in more general terms.
20

 This is bolstered by another neuter substantive 

participle in v.10 toV dedoxasmevnon).
21

  

As can be expected, the referent of toV katargouvmenon is a matter of debate. It could refer to the 

Law, the ministry of Moses, or the old covenant. Minimalists would prefer to still see it as referring to the glory 

on Moses' face.
22

 Maximalists, on the other hand, would go so far as to argue that because the participle is an 

abstract substantive, "it could refer to the old economy in general or the whole religious system based on the 

law."
23

 Yet the maximalist view seems a little extreme in this case. 

For those arguing that in v. 11 we see a reference to the Law, it must be pointed out that Law is here 

viewed as synonymous with the Mosaic ministry, or dispensation, being treated by Paul.
24

 A close link is then 

drawn to toV dedoxasmevnon in v. 10, understood as "[the Law] which was [given] in glory". The discussion will 

then turn on what aspect of the Law in v. 11 is toV katargouvmenon ("being nullified") and toV mevnon 

("remaining"). It has been argued that what is abolished is obedience to the law's precepts and what remains is 

the Law's witness to Christ, since Paul evidently still uses scripture.
25

 Alternatively, one can decide to let the 

ambiguity in Paul's argumentation stand: the Law remains because it can be read correctly in Christ, but it also 

passes away because it cannot save and only brings death and condemnation.
26

 However, while the Law may 

be in view through the metonymic use of "Moses" in v. 15 (hJnivka a]n ajnaginwvskhtai Mwu>sh'"), the lack of 

any explicit mention to novmo" in this passage makes a reference to the Law unlikely.  

What is more likely, though, is that Paul has in view the ministry of Moses, on the basis that Paul 

moves to a neuter gender so as to encompass what is said in v. 7a (hJ diakoniva tou' qanavtou ejn gravmmasin 

ejntetupwmevnh livqoi" ejgenhvqh ejn dovxh/ "the ministry of death, chiseled in letters on stones took place in 

glory"). Thus "Paul is thinking of the Mosaic ministry with its attendant glory as being in the process of 

diminishment or decay rather than either Moses' facial splendor or the old covenant alone."
27

 Paul's use of the 

neuter participle instead of the feminine encourages one to suppose that Paul is thinking now in general 

theological terms of what is being nullified, and thus leads others to include in this the old covenant and its 

ministry.
28

 Interestingly, it is the broadening scope of the neuter participle that encourages them to then read 

the more specific feminine participle in v. 7 thVn katargoumevnhn as "Paul's retrospective judgment on that 

                                                           

20 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 291 sees an allusion to Moses' face in the accompanying prepositional 
phrase: "Whereas in 3:7 the allusion to the Mosaic order is secondary, here in 3:11 the Mosaic economy is the focus, with 
Moses' face alluded to by the phrase diaV dovxh"."  
21 Furnish, II Corinthians, 205. 
22 Avemarie, "The Notion," (11): "This is now indeed a formulation which seems to lend strong support to the assumption 
that Paul is thinking of a cessation of the Sinai covenant. … Quite a different interpretation results if we take 
katargou'menon to refer here to what it refers also in vv. 7 and 13, namely to the radiance of the face of Moses." 
23 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 290 citing Barrett. 
24 Since one would otherwise have anticipated a masculine form in order to justify a reference to o& novmo". 
25 See Sanders' discussion of Hooker's position in Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, 139. 
26 Ibid.: "Hooker's explanation highlights, rather, a true ambiguity in Paul's position. … We see, rather, the two sides of a 
dilemma".  
27 Belleville, Reflections of Glory, 203. 
28 For instance, Hays, Echoes, 135. 
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which the radiance on Moses' face symbolized. It is a theological afterthought, just as is his description – in the 

same sentence – of the old covenant as offering a 'ministry of death.'"
29

 

2 Cor 3:11 can also lend itself to the impression that Paul is referring to the abolition of the old 

covenant. In this reading toV katargouvmenon is understood as referring to the Mosaic covenant, with its 

antithesis, toV mevnon, referring in a general way to the new covenant.
30

 There is discussion as to whether the 

difference in prepositional phrases (diaV dovxh"-ejn dovxh/) points to what distinguishes the two covenants.
31

 In 

general, though, the neuter participle is understood more broadly than just encompassing the ministry of 

Moses, but becomes a metonymy for the entire old covenant, including its glory, results and theological 

purpose.
32

 The Sinai covenant "was continually being hindered" (toV katargouvmenon, 3:11) from establishing 

God's presence among his people.  

To summarise, the options for toV katargouvmenon in v.11 differ with regard to their referent. It could 

refer to the glory on Moses' face, or to the Law, the ministry of Moses, or the entire Mosaic covenant. What is 

clear, though, is that here there is no discussion on rendering katargevw with "fading".  

 

3:13 

The issue of translating "fading" returns, however, in 3:13. Here there is also a neuter substantive participle like 

in v. 11, albeit in the genitive case, tou' katargoumevnou. The arguments on its referent are thus familiar. It can 

refer to the glory on Moses' face,
33

 the ministry of Moses,
34

 or the entire Mosaic covenant.
35

 An argument in 

favour of the radiance of Moses' face is the terminological parallelism noted between 3:7 and 3:13, since one 

can then suppose that Paul still has in mind the splendour of Moses' face: 

7 mhV duvnasqai ajtenivsai touV" uiJouV"  jIsrahVl eij" toV provswpon Mwu>sevw" diaV thVn dovxan 
tou' proswvpou aujtou' thVn katargoumevnhn 

13 mhV ajtenivsai touV" uiJouV"  jIsrahVl eij" toV tevlo" tou' katargoumevnou 

However, the shift from feminine in v. 7 to neuter, as we have seen for v. 11, is used to argue that Paul 

broadens his scope from the glory of Moses' face to hJ diakoniva tou' qanavtou in v. 7a. It is therefore the 

ministry of Moses and its glory that is in view through Paul's use of the neuter.
36

 As mentioned, too, others 

choose to see the neuter even more broadly as referring to the Mosaic covenant as a whole. 

 More problematic than tou' katargoumevnou, though, is the presence of the noun tevlo" in 3:13. "All 

interpreters recognize tevlo" as the key on which all else hinges in understanding the significance of katargevw 

and what Paul is trying to get at in the passage as a whole."
37

 Interpreters are caught between translating 

tevlo" here with "goal" or "cessation".  

                                                           

29 Ibid. 
30 Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 252-253. 
31 Ibid. Thrall lists Allo, Klöpper, Bachmann, Plummer, Hughes, Prümm and Collange as seeing some kind of distinction. 
She thinks not. Neither does Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 291. 
32 Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel, 329-330. 
33 Avemarie, "The Notion," (11): "If we want to take this as an allegory, that which was 'vanishing' might refer to the 
covenant at Sinai. However, nothing in the text seems to require such an allegorical reading, and taken at face value, that 
which was vanishing is, of course, again the radiance of Moses' face." 
34 Furnish, II Corinthians, 207: "Not just the radiant splendor of Moses' face was being annulled, which would require a 
feminine participle as in v. 7, nor the law specifically, which would require a masculine form; rather, and comprehensively, 
the entire ministry of the old covenant." 
35 Hafemann, Paul, Moses and the History of Israel, 355: "The repetition of the neuter form of the participle in 3:13 recalls its 
earlier inclusive referent to the old covenant as a whole, with its results and underlying theological purpose (3:9-10), rather 
than referring solely to the glory of God on Moses' face as in 3:7b. In 3:13b, Paul once again intends to assert that Moses' veil 
kept the old covenant ministry from accomplishing what it would have had it not been stopped by this covering." 
36 Belleville, Reflections of Glory, 203. Belleville resists seeing the neuter as too broad or too restrictive. "Some maintain that 
by tou' katargoumevnou has in view God's entire revelation in the OT, or the whole Jewish religious system. But Paul's use 
of palaia'" diaqhvkh" in v. 14 suggests that he is thinking more narrowly in terms of the Mosaic covenant. Yet not the old 
covenant per se but the old covenant viewed specifically from the standpoint of its ministerial role, as the parallelism between 
hJ diakoniva and tou' katargoumevnou vv. 7ff implies. Others think in terms of the old covenant to condemn. But Paul's shift 
to the neuter points to a more comprehensive notion." 
37 Baker, “Did the Glory of Moses’ Face Fade?" 12. 
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Some of the reasons for preferring tevlo" in 2 Cor 3.13 to mean "goal" is that it is supposed Paul is 

thinking of: (1) Christ as the fulfillment of the Mosaic law, (2) the messianic glory of the pre-existent Christ, (3) 

the surpassing of the old covenant by the new, (4) the abolition of the old covenant and the inauguration of the 

new, or (5) the purpose of the Law as an expression of the will of God in the history of the people.
38

  

By contrast, the following arguments are put forward to support the rendering of tevlo" with "end":  

(1)  One 'understands' an intention or purpose, but here one 'sees' the glory;  

(2)  ei*" toV tevlo" has a counterpart in the phrase ajpoV dovxh" eij" dovxan (3:18), suggesting that the 

contrast is between decrease and increase;  

(3)  the participial construction tou' katargoumevnou (v. 13) is parallel to thVn katargoumevnhn (v. 

7), where it is argued that one witnesses a "fading" glory;  

(4)  tevlo" in conjunction with a*tenivsai ei*" as 'looking down to' produces a more unified picture – 

one of looking down to the end of a diminishing splendor;  

(5)  tevlo" in the temporal phrases ei*" tevlo", e@w" tevlou", mecri tevlou", and a!rci tevlou" in the 

NT is always used in the sense of 'end' – or in the case of adverbial counterparts, 'completely', 

'continually' – and not 'goal'.
39

 

 Yet, it has been pointed out that those who prefer the rendering of tevlo" with "end" need to assume 

that Paul thought of the glory on Moses' face as fading.
40

 They share the belief that the veil concealed from 

Israel the symbolic evidence of the transitory character of the old covenant. More recent arguments for 

choosing tevlo" as "goal" are as follows: 

1. The normal meaning of the Greek word tevlo" is teleological. 

2. Rom 10:4 (tevlo" gaVr novmou CristoV") must be construed to mean that Christ is the goal and 

culmination of the Law. 

3. Patristic interpreters understood the phrase in this way. 

4. katargouvmenon in v. 13 cannot be read as a reference to fading glory. If Paul were still thinking 

about the visual image of the glory, he would use the feminine participle katargoumevnh. Instead, 

carrying the neuter participle over from verse 11, he repeats his descriptive characterization of 

the old covenant ministry. 

5. The internal logic of 2 Cor 3 favors this reading. What is seen when the veil is removed? The glory 

of God. Moses' veil conceals not the absence but the presence of glory. 

6. Windisch and followers assume that Moses was hiding a fading glory. It suggests for them that the 

real point of the figure is the obsolescence of the old covenant and the superiority of Christianity 

to Judaism, themes not readily pertinent to Paul's self-defence against the charges of other 

Christian apostles. 

As one can see, the interpretation of tevlo"is closely tied up with the interpretation of katargevw and 

each side has its proponents. Perhaps to problematise this even further, agreement on the rendering of 

katargevw does not imply agreement on the reliance of Rom 10:4 as a supporting argument for tevlo". For 

instance, Scott Hafemann states: "Unlike Rom. 10:4, the tevlo"in 2 Cor. 3:13b takes place within the time frame 

of Moses' activity, rather than referring to the future time of Christ. For this reason, in the present context Paul 

explicitly does not identify the tevlo"of the old covenant with Christ, as he does in Rom. 10:4, even though the 

two statements are related theologically."
41

 We shall briefly return to this after our final consideration of  3:14. 

3:14 

This verse is noteworthy for the first known use of the phrase h& palaiaV diaqhvkh, believed to be a 

Pauline innovation. In v. 15 there is a parallel reference to "Moses" being read, and the metonymic use of 

                                                           

38 As enumerated by Belleville, Reflections of Glory, 201. 
39

 For a critical assessment of Belleville's position, see Baker, “Did the Glory of Moses’ Face Fade?" 12. 

40 Hays, Echoes, 136-140. 
41 Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel, 358. 
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Moses confirms that h& palaiaV diaqhvkh is the Mosaic covenant.
42

 The last occurrence of katargevw, 

katargei'tai (3. sg. pres. pass. ind.) in 3:14, is ambiguous because one needs to decide what is its implied 

subject. There are three options:
43

 

1. If the subject is taken to be the glory of the Mosaic covenant (vv. 7, 13), then the verb will mean 

"is in the process of fading".  

2. If the subject is the old covenant, the sense will be "is abrogated", "is abolished", "is being 

annulled", or "is set aside". 

3. Alternatively, kavlumma is the subject, the verb may mean "is set aside", "is … abolished", or "is … 

removed". 

The principal reason for preferring kavlumma as the subject is that after toV aujtoV kavlumma … mevnei, and then 

the neuter mhV ajnakaluptovmenon which naturally refers back to kavlumma, the reader would be hard pressed to 

envisage a change of subject with katargei'tai.44
 Thus the veil, and not the covenant, is being abolished. 

                                                           

42 So Furnish, II Corinthians, 208. 
43 Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 304. 
44 Ibid.: "If the old covenant were, in fact, the subject of katargei'tai, we would have expected Paul to write kathvrghtai 
('has been annulled,' 'is void') or kathrghvqh ('was abrogated')." See also Thrall, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on 
the Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 266: "the subject is most naturally to be supplied from that of the participle, which 
must be the kavlumma." So too Avemarie, "The Notion," (12): "Thus, it is the veil rather than the covenant which in v.14 is 
said to vanish in Christ." Furnish, II Corinthians, 210, on the other hand, is persuaded by the overall context to opt for the 
abrogation of the old covenant.  
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Appendix Two: 

Contesting the Mnemonic Tradition of Moses’ Glory in 2 Corinthians 3 (EABS Annual Meeting, Lincoln 2009) 

Social Memory theory in Pauline studies is still relatively new, let alone biblical studies as a whole.45 This short 

essay is an exploration into whether recent work on counter-memory can be applied to Paul’s statements on Moses 

in 2 Corinthians 3. I begin by showing the lacunae in previous studies of this passage and then examine a recent 

sociological study that provides the framework in which to argue that Paul is constructing a counter-memory on 

Moses. I then integrate insights from Philip Esler on the contestation of mnemonic traditions. 

1. The lacunae of recent studies on 2 Corinthians 3 

2 Corinthians 3 (see Appendix for full text), more specifically vv. 6-18, describes a series of stark contrasts: letter 

and spirit (v.6), what ‘kills’ against what ‘gives life’ (v.6), ministry of death (v.7) versus ministry of the spirit (v.8), 

the ministry of condemnation and the ministry of justification/righteousness (v.9), what was set aside (toV 

katargouvmenon) against the permanent (toV mevnon) (v.11) and a new covenant (v.6) versus the old covenant 

(v.14). These contrasts have been understood in different ways, but what is generally agreed to be at stake is Paul’s 

apology for his apostolic ministry to the Corinthians coupled with his polemics against opponents who are mere 

“peddlers of God’s word” (2:17) and rely on their letters of recommendation (3:1). Of interest to me in this paper 

is Paul’s introduction of Moses, the glory on his face, and the veil.  

Noteworthy studies that have explored this issue in the past twenty years have been by Richard Hays (1989), Carol 

Stockhausen (1989), Linda Belleville (1991), N.T. Wright (1991), Scott Hafemann (1995), Francis Watson (2004), 

and most recently, Thomas Blanton (2007).46 Save for the last of these (to which I shall return in the next section), 

studies have been embroiled in the search for intertextual parallels. The essays by Hays, Wright and Watson are 

situated within programmatic treatments of Paul, which I cannot enter into here, except to say that for Hays it is 

the search for echoes of scripture in Paul, in Wright it is the presentation of Paul as a covenantal theologian who 

experiences Christ as the climax of God’s covenant with Creation and Israel, and for Watson it is a Paul who reads 

Israel’s scriptures with the hermeneutics of faith. These projects have much in common with one another, 

discerning narrative grids within which to understand Paul theologically and relying heavily on intertextuality to 

prove Paul’s skillful knowledge and use of scripture. I am sympathetic to intertextuality, but I do regard finding 

intricate parallels with some suspicion. I cannot resist feeling that the careful unearthing of distant echoes perhaps 

misses the point that a message would have needed to be sufficiently clear and communicative, especially in a 

culture more attuned to the ear than the eye, the spoken word and not the written. If studies are to believed that 

                                                           

45 See Alan Kirk and Tom Thatcher (eds.), Memory, Tradition, and Text: Uses of the Past in Early Christianity, Semeia 52 (Atlanta, 

GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005) and the special edition of Biblical Theology Bulletin 36/1 (2006) devoted to the theme of 

Social Memory in biblical studies.  
46 Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven-London: Yale University Press, 1989) 122-153, Carol Kern 

Stockhausen, Moses’ Veil and the Glory of the New Covenant: The Exegetical Substructure of II Cor. 3,1-4,6, AnBib 116 (Roma: 

Editrice Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1989), Linda L. Belleville, Reflections of Glory: Paul’s Polemical Use of the Moses-Doxa Tradition 

in 2 Corinthians 3.1-18,  JSNTSup 52 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), N.T. Wright, The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in 

Pauline Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1991) 175-192, Scott J. Hafemann, Paul, Moses, and the History of Israel: The 

Letter/Spirit Contrast and the Argument from Scripture in 2 Corinthians 3, WUNT 81 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995), Francis 

Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith (London-New York: T&T Clark, 2004), Thomas R. Blanton, IV, Constructing a New 

Covenant: Discursive Strategies in the Damascus Document and Second Corinthians, WUNT II/233 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007). 
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literacy at that time was only around 5% of the population, then societies would have been residually oral/aural. In 

missing this fact, proponents of intertextuality tend to assume Paul accessed scripture in much the same way we do 

in a culture of the printed word.47 

The problems of seeing too much intertextuality at work in Paul become apparent when one considers more in-

depth studies on 2 Corinthians 3. In the line of Hays, but quite independently of him, Carol Stockhausen 

analyzed the exegetical substructure of 2 Cor 3:1-4:6 and came to similar conclusions on the crucial role that 

Scripture plays in Paul’s argumentation and hermeneutics. Unlike Hays though, who emphasizes Paul’s exegetical 

freedom in offering unpredictable intuitive readings that cannot be systematized, Stockhausen actually discerns 

principles behind Pauline exegesis that she then distils and goes on to apply to Galatians.48  The thrust of her 

argument is that even if Paul intertexts part of a scriptural narrative (for instance, the glory on Moses’s face in Exod 

34:29-35), Paul nonetheless has the whole narrative in view (in this case, Moses’ calling from Exod 4 to its glorious 

climax in Exod 34). A more serious version of such an argument is taken up by Scott Hafemann. In examining the 

letter/spirit contrast of 2 Cor 3:6, Hafemann’s systematic and contextual exegesis of the intertexts Ezek 36:25-27, 

Jer 38:31-34 LXX and Exod 34:29-35 lead him to show that the scriptural texts controlled Paul (and not the other 

way around), in accordance no less with their original canonical intention. Mark Given has rightly pointed out that 

Hafemann overstresses continuity so much that the project of examining the contrasts in this passage, and Pauline 

exegetical freedom, is severely jeopardized. Paul is made into an exegete and theologian of Heilsgeschichte whose 

views strongly mirror those of Reformed theology.49 A similar critique has been leveled at Francis Watson by 

Douglas Campbell,50 despite Watson's claim that Paul is offering a counter-reading to the existing Jewish readings 

of Pentateuchal narratives of his day.51 

Now, the focus of my paper is specifically Paul’s referral to Moses in 2 Cor 3:7-18. In this context it is worthwhile 

mentioning Linda Belleville’s investigation of Paul’s polemical use of what she presumes to be a Moses-Doxa 

tradition. She has correctly pointed out that the Exodus narrative does not (a) mention the glory on Moses’ face 

fading, (b) suggest that the Israelites were unable to look at Moses’ face, (c) causally link the donning of the veil  to 

this inability to gaze at Moses, and (d) provide a motive for the veiling. The earlier form-critical attempts to account 

for Paul’s innovations have been to see them as resulting from: (i) Paul’s own fanciful invention, (ii) an existing 

Jewish midrash that Paul Christianizes, or (iii) Paul’s reaction to a midrash that his opponents were using.  

Belleville disagrees with these form-critical approaches and advances her own search for a ‘Moses-Doxa tradition’ in 

extrabiblical usage to then be able to gauge the uniqueness (and creativity) of Paul’s statements surrounding Moses. 

                                                           

47 Philip F. Esler, “Paul’s Contestation of Israel’s (Ethnic) Memory of Abraham in Galatians 3,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 36 

(2006) 23-34, p. 28. 
48  Carol K. Stockhausen, “2 Corinthians 3 and the Principles of Pauline Exegesis,” Paul and the Scriptures of Israel, ed. Craig A. 

Evans and J.A. Sanders,  JSNTSup 83:1 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993) 143-164. 
49 Mark D. Given, Paul’s True Rhetoric: Ambiguity, Cunning and Deception in Greece and Rome, Emory Studies in Early Christianity 

7  (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 2001) 119. 
50 Douglas A. Campbell, “An Evangelical Paul: A Response to Francis Watson's Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith,” JSNT 28 

(2006) 337-351. 
51 Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith, 219: “Paul's own reading may be characterized as a counter-reading, a reading 

directed against a prior reading in which Abraham is not seen primarily as the addressee of the divine promise.” 
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She exhaustively examines the Targumim, Philo, Pseudo-Philo, Qumran, the Samaritan documents, Rabbinic 

literature, and finally the Zohar where she finds her closest parallel to Paul’s argument, but so enthusiastic is her 

discovery that she thinks nothing of its relatively late date for consideration against Paul. However, her 

methodology of plowing through the extrabiblical literature strikes me as unsound because what she has in fact 

done is ‘cut and paste’ material from disparate sources into an existing haggadah that is actually shaped along the 

contours of the Pauline presentation in 2 Cor 3:7-18. But, then, even when finding an existing Moses-Doxa 

tradition, Belleville still must concede that there are six distinctively Pauline accents in 2 Corinthians that differ 

from it. So, when all is said and done, it is really the Pauline innovation “in the application of these traditions to 

the Mosaic covenant and to his contemporary situation that Paul’s original contribution is made.”52 I shall return 

to these six Pauline innovations a bit later because Belleville’s isolation of these additions is more usefully served in 

arguing for Paul’s construction of a counter-memory, where innovation is a key component. But this first needs to 

be placed within a social context that a recent sociological study of the passage helpfully provides.  

2. Sociological insights on 2 Corinthians 3 

A recent sociological analysis, by Thomas Blanton, of the discursive strategy behind Paul's use of the term ‘new 

covenant’ argues that Paul 'redeploys' the motif of Moses’ veil’.53 Paul is attempting to delegitimize the ideology and 

praxis of his rivals who preached that under the new covenant the spirit enables perfect observance of the law. But 

rather than attack his opponents head-on he undermines their ideology of the primacy of the Mosaic law. By way 

of an exegetical inversion Paul constructs a discourse that transposes the charges against him of falsifying God’s 

word and preaching a veiled gospel (cf. 2 Cor 4:2-3) onto Moses instead and, by extension, onto the opponents 

advocating Torah observance. Now, it is highly ironical that Paul defends himself against the charge of falsifying 

God's word by offering an interpretation of the Exodus text that runs exactly counter to its plain sense. Yet this is 

precisely because Paul’s discourse is aimed at legitimizing his own ideology over against a position that is then 

demonized in the process. It echoes an argument that what is at stake in such cases is not really a theological 

argument but rather who has the most persuasive way of interpreting scripture for the purposes of serving group 

identity.54 In fact, this is the hypothesis offered behind the social situation at Corinth, namely that 2 Cor 3:7-18 is 

“the presentation in the form of a theological narrative, of the physical and ideological translocation that Paul 

himself had encouraged the Corinthian Christians to enact, the movement from synagogue preaching to the 

Pauline gospel.”55 The us-them statements mirror the physical movement out of the synagogue into the house-

church that Paul’s Corinthian community undergoes. Paul’s narrative is one in which Moses as representative of 

the law is superseded by Christ.  

3. Reading Paul’s use of Moses in 2 Cor 3:7-18 as constructing a counter-memory 

                                                           

52 Linda L. Belleville, “Tradition or Creation? Paul’s Use of the Exodus 34 Tradition in 2 Corinthians 3.7-18,” Paul and the 

Scriptures of Israel, ed. Craig A. Evans and J.A. Sanders,  JSNTSup 83:1 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993) 165-186, p. 185. 
53 Blanton, Constructing a New Covenant, 218f.  
54 Esler, “Paul’s Contestation,” 30. 
55 Ibid., 228. 
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Blanton’s findings provide for a possible wider sociological context within which to read Paul’s use of Moses in 2 

Cor 3:7-18 as constructing a counter-memory for in-group purposes. Rather than enter into the theoretical 

discussion on what is counter-memory,56 I would like to suggest a practical way of determining whether we are 

dealing with a counter-memory in 2 Cor 3:7-18. The author of Hebrews, for example, creates a rival version in Heb 

11 of the collective memory of Israel in order for members of the Christ movement to situate themselves within an 

existing story from which they had sprung, but at the same time leave out elements that no longer could be 

reconciled with their new experiences, a transition from old to new order.57 The way that Heb 11 (1) highlights 

certain aspects of history, (2) suppresses one or other prominent feature, and (3) introduces conspicuous new 

ones,58 I argue, follows a pattern similar to Paul’s use of Moses in 2 Cor 3:7-18.  

(1) Paul makes mention of the episode of the glory on Moses’ face and the veil, thus giving prominence to an 

otherwise closing section to the larger episode of the second giving of the law. Given the whole narrative of the 

Golden Calf and its consequences, which stretches all the way from Exod 32:1 to 34:35, the episode about Moses’ 

veil is really a footnote (seven verses) in comparison to the preceding 86 verses of narrative that are more 

concerned with the breaking of the covenant and its restoration. Given the lack of further referral to Moses’ 

shining face in the canonical writings (the issue of extrabiblical references is unimportant because we are unable to 

gauge Paul’s dependence on these sources with certainty), this further emphasizes the factor of Pauline 

‘highlighting’.  

(2) What Paul thus suppresses or omits in his selective usage is the mediatory role of Moses in the second giving of 

the law which is a consequence of the Israelites’ sin in worshiping the Golden Calf. As a result, Paul diverges from 

the larger narrative dynamic of disobedience and obedience that permeates the Israelite story of ‘Exile and Return’. 

Paul characterizes the Israelites’ inability to gaze at Moses as a hardening of mind, which continues to his day. Yet 

hardened and veiled minds hardly equals the sin of idolatry and disobedience that Exodus records. Less 

importantly, Paul also ignores that the biblical passage mentions that Moses first speaks to the Israelites and then 

puts on the veil (Exod 34:33). He omits mention of Aaron and the elders of the congregation who are the first to 

approach Moses before the rest of the Israelites (Exod 34:31-32). To me this implies two things: firstly, that Paul is 

not basing himself on a word-for-word recounting of the Golden Calf episode or even of the veil account, 

strengthening the case against intertextual slavishness; secondly, Paul likely omits these details because they are not 

important to him. Figures from the past can be actively seized and re-deployed (Esler paraphrasing Jan Assmann).59 

                                                           

56 See for instance Michel Foucault, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. and intro. Donald F. 

Bouchard, transl. Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry Simon (Oxford: Blackwell, 1977). 
57 Philip F. Esler, “Collective Memory and Hebrews 11: Outlining a New Investigative Framework,” Memory, Tradition, and Text: 

Uses of the Past in Early Christianity, ed. Alan Kirk and Tom Thatcher, Semeia 52 (Atlanta, GA: Society of Biblical Literature, 

2005) 151-171. 
58 Ibid., 159:  “the author of Hebrews has been very selective in those figures from, and features of, Israelite history he chooses 

to mention in Heb 11. For example, he omits God's giving of the law to Moses on Sinai, does not name anyone after David, and 

ignores the destruction of Jerusalem in 587/6 BCE and the Babylonian captivity. He also highlights certain aspects of that 

history and introduces conspicuous new features (such as Abraham's belief in resurrection [11:19] and Joseph's foretelling of the 

exodus [11:22])” (italics mine). 
59  Id., “Paul’s Contestation,” 29. 
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In omitting (suppressing?) the larger context in which the shining face of Moses and the veil is to be situated, Paul 

is re-deploying Moses to new ends. 

(3) So, if Paul highlights certain features and suppresses others, what conspicuous new features does he introduce? 

These would be (a) the fact that the glory on Moses’ face was fading, (b) the suggestion that the Israelites were 

unable to look at Moses’ face (since in Exodus they see Moses and though afraid can still approach him), (c) the 

connection between this inability to look at Moses and the donning of the veil, and (d) the motive for that veiling. 

This is what Belleville had already noticed but I believe her only mistake was to claim that “Paul assumes his 

readers’ knowledge of these features [of an existing Moses-Doxa tradition] and builds his arguments on them.”60 

From a collective memory perspective this is unnecessary. Paul’s claim to interpret (and fashion) memories about 

Moses does not need to depend on his readers’ knowledge of traditions, only their dependence and trust that he 

has the authoritative interpretation of them. In the Corinthian case, where opponents have been trying to steal his 

community from him, the claims about Paul’s authority are precisely what is in dispute, and thus makes a plausible 

argument for the polemical tone of his letter that seeks to counteract his adversaries’ claims about him.61 

In sum, the tripartite structure/heuristic of highlighting, suppressing and innovating, has helped to make a case 

that Paul is constructing a counter-memory of Moses for in-group purposes. This counter-memory allows for the in-

group to accept the six Pauline ‘innovations’, which I mentioned earlier that Belleville has isolated: (1) Paul alone 

sees the waning of Moses’ glory as implying the same for the old/Mosaic covenant, (2) he is the only one to suggest 

that the veil prevents the Israelites from seeing that the glory is ending, (3) thus Moses’ action displays a lack of 

openness, (4) Paul synchronizes the veiling in Moses’ time with the veiling of the old covenant in Paul’s time, (5) 

thus imputing dulled perceptions and veiled minds to Paul’s contemporaries who still ‘read Moses’ since, (6) it is 

the spirit who unveils and sets free.62 

4. The contestation and colonization of mnemonic traditions in 2 Corinthians 3 

Along the lines of what has been argued that in Galatians 3 Paul is creating a new mnemonic tradition regarding 

Abraham in order to defeat the one being advocated by his opponents,63 I would argue that in 2 Corinthians 3 

Paul is similarly contesting the mnemonic tradition of Moses advocated by his rivals at Corinth. According to 

Eviatar Zerubavel, ‘mnemonic tradition’ concerns not only what is remembered but also how it is to be 

remembered.64 Since memory is a field of lively social contest, “the focus of contestation, then, is very often not 

conflicting accounts of what actually happened in the past so much as the question of who or what is entitled to 

speak for that past in the present. […] In these debates the contest is often over how truth can best be conveyed, 

                                                           

60 Belleville, “Tradition or Creation?” 166. 
61 On the issue and identity of Paul’s opponents at Corinth, see: Jerry L. Sumney, Identifying Paul's Opponents: The Question of 
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2003). 
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rather than what actually happened.”65 It should also be remembered that the past is reconstructed in light of 

present events. In Galatians, Paul reconstructs the Abraham memory in light of the Judaizing mission to the 

Galatian community. Similarly, I would argue that Paul reconstructs the memory of Moses in light of his conflict 

with opponents in Corinth and his strained relations with his Corinthian community (cf. 2 Cor 1:15-2:13 - the 

deferred visit and the ill-will ensuing from a punishment meted out to an offender are just two indications of the 

underlying tension between Paul and his community).66 

In Galatians 3 Paul offers a counter-exegesis of Abraham that is aimed at cutting off his opponents’ reliance on 

Abraham’s circumcision as exemplary for descent status. Paul instates faith in Christ as the only way to share in 

Abrahamic descent basing himself on the fortunate occurrence of Abraham’s faith being mentioned prior to his 

circumcision in the Genesis narrative and a novel interpretation of the singular word “seed” that is used whenever 

God makes a promise to Abraham, thus allowing Paul to claim that the seed is in fact Christ and anyone in 

Christ.67 Similarly, in 2 Corinthians 3, Paul’s counter-narrative of Moses is meant to transpose charges against him 

directly onto Moses who represents the opposing faction advocating Torah observance. The ideological 

implications of the radiance on Moses’ face being abolished is that those who still cling to Torah adherence do not 

realize that the law has ended. In fact, one cannot “turn to the Lord” (2 Cor 3:16) without removing this veil. Paul 

leaves a stark choice: law-bound with Moses or law-free with the Lord.   

Just as Paul’s exegesis is extraordinarily anti-Judean in Galatians 3, to the extent that it denies Judeans Abrahamic 

descent, so too is Paul’s relegation of the Mosaic law in 2 Corinthians 3. Esler has noted that this illustrates how 

far someone contesting a dominant memory may go. In the case of Galatians Paul fends off Judean mnemonic 

socialization and reinforces the mnemonic tradition he is constructing by denying any continuing role for the 

Mosaic covenant. Luckily for Esler, in the case of Abraham, Paul draws back from this extreme position when 

composing Romans. In Romans 4, as Esler has studied elsewhere,68 Paul works Abraham into the collective 

memory of the Christ-followers, but without the sharp antithetical shape to his argument in Galatians. Yet, the 

Pauline construction in 2 Corinthians 3 would cohere with Paul’s view in Gal 3:23-4:11 and Rom 10:4.  

Conclusion 

It is argued that the early ‘Christianity’ of pre-70 CE should more accurately be described as a Jewish sect that is 

characterized by internal division on the matter of Torah observance. On this issue Paul and others were struggling 

to promote their own often mutually exclusive ideological views. Paul’s view that Gentile converts are accepted as 

full members of the church without having to adhere to precepts of the Torah was diametrically opposed to that of 

his rivals. He had actually learned this position while at Antioch but once they too repudiated this position after 
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the Jerusalem synod Paul became its principal advocate. So at the time of Paul’s writings his proclamation of a law-

free ministry would in fact have been a minority position.69  

If one considers that Paul’s view became in time the majority position, he can be said to have initiated a collective 

memory that diverges from Torah observance. It must also then be said that he has played a role in the ‘collective 

forgetting’ of Torah adherence within emergent Christianity. The counter-narrative of Moses in 2 Cor 3:7-18 and 

the function it has in the contestation, modification and legitimization of memories for in-group purposes, will 

then be seen to occupy a central place in contributing to the later ‘parting of the ways’ between Judaism and 

Christianity.70 In fact, just to add a small post-script: Paul’s counter-memory constructed Moses’ veil into an 

obstruction to sight, knowledge and freedom. He turned it into a ‘veil of blindness’ lying upon contemporary 

Israel. In doing so, Paul's narrative helped bequeath to Western Christendom the biblical warrant behind the 

infamous legacy of the blindfolded Synagoga of medieval art and sculpture.71 
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