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2 Cor 4:1-12 TREASURES IN JARS OF CLAY 3/22/09 

Introduction: 
A. I don’t want to be a gloomy Gus, but I’ve been hearing about a number of people near to me who are 

facing really disheartening things lately. You know what I mean. There are disheartening stories in your 
lives, too. We try to soldier on; keep a stiff upper lip; not be a complainer. But our shoulders sag, we 
don’t sleep well, we feel anxious and sad. It seems like no matter how hard we pray, not much 
happens. I guess God says, “Wait,” or maybe God seems to say nothing at all. It’s hard.  

B. When it came to disheartening experiences, our forefather, the Apostle Paul had more than his share. 
Listen to this catalog in 2 Cor. 11:24-29... Talk about disheartening! So when a man like that writes, not 
once but twice in that same letter, “We do not lose heart,” well, I’d like to know his secret! Turn to the 
letter where he wrote that, 2 Cor. 4. In v.1 he says, “Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this 
ministry, we do not lose heart.” And at the end of this section, in v.16, in summing up, he says again, 
“Therefore, we do not lose heart.” Maybe we need to ask, “What’s that guy got that I don’t?” This 
morning let’s get into his head. Turn to 2 Cor. 4. 

 
I. WE DO NOT LOSE HEART BECAUSE IT IS GOD’S MERCY THAT LETS US SERVE JESUS IN THE FIRST PLACE (4:1-6) 

A. Paul gives the first reason he doesn’t lose heart right there in v.1: “Since through God’s mercy we have 
this ministry.” By “this ministry” he means the privilege God has given us of bringing the good news of 
God’s New Covenant to other people, how to have a love relationship with God we could never earn or 
deserve. Every Christian has this ministry—this service. When we turned to Jesus, he brought us so 
near to God that, like Moses coming down from Mt. Sinai, there is a kind of holy light in our lives. Our 
service to God is to let this living light he’s give us shine so others can see it. It’s a service that will get 
us in trouble sometimes, no doubt about that. But we wouldn’t give it up for anything. We praise God 
for his mercy in giving us this life, no matter what it costs us!  We don’t lose heart in serving the Lord 
because it is only by God’s mercy that we would have such a ministry! We’re thrilled to have it! 

B. But when we try to live out our faith and no one seems to notice; no one wants to talk about Jesus—
well that is disheartening. In fact, some people get angry when we let our light shine. Paul knew that 
feeling, of course. Remember how he had been treated? The message of vv.2-4 is people’s response is 
not our responsibility. That means, for one thing, that we won’t pull the wool over people’s eyes in 
order to get the response we’d like: v.2...  

Then we also need to remember that we are up against some very strong resistance. Paul told us in 
3:15 that a kind of veil covers some people’s hearts so they can’t see the light of Christ. Now here in 
vv.3-4 he says... There are things going on that have nothing to do with us. This is a cosmic struggle; 
there are issues here of destiny that are out of our league. Don’t lose heart when people don’t respond 
to Jesus Christ as we want because people’s response is not our responsibility. So don’t let that 
discourage you. 

C. Look at vv.5-6... We shine because Jesus has brought God’s own light and life to us. This is not about 
us. Do you remember the first time God said, “Let light shine out of darkness”—“Let there be light”? At 
creation. Well, he did it again when you were converted to Christ. And the light he created that time 
was not just the sun or stars! He “gave us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of 
Christ.” Now we know what makes God shine—what makes God glorious—not because I’ve looked at 
God’s back, like Moses did on Sinai, but because I’ve looked into Jesus’ face by faith! And when I 
turned to Jesus, God spoke into my heart, “Let there be light in that darkness!” God did not just give us 
the light of understanding, but the very light of life! I have a light in me that makes me a person of 
light. Shining with God’s light is our way of serving God. 

Illus.: Willard Hotchkiss was a pioneer missionary to Africa in the 19th century. Near the end of his 
life he wrote, "I have dwelt forty years practically alone in Africa.  I have been thirty-nine times stricken 
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with the fever.  Three times I have been attacked by lions, and several times attacked by rhinoceri.  But 
let me say to you, I would gladly go through the whole thing again if I could have the joy of again 
bringing the word ‘Savior’ and flashing it into the darkness that envelops another tribe in Central 
Africa."  For you, it is not Central Africa. It is your school, your office, your block, your club. And you, by 
your living light, get to flash the word Savior in that dark place. So we do not lose heart! There’s 
another reason in the next verses: 

 
II. WE DO NOT LOSE HEART BECAUSE IT IS OUR VERY WEAKNESS THAT SHOWCASES THE TREASURE GOD HAS PUT WITHIN US (4:7-

12) 
A. Sometimes we think that the gospel—the good news of Jesus—is just something people have to 

understand—a way of looking at the world that we have to explain. But the gospel is something people 
really need to see. It is too hard to explain that God has given us an entirely new kind of life that no 
one else has.  

Let me take you back again to creation. Gen. 2:7 says, “And the LORD God formed man from the 
dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being.” 
Imagine you could see a video of that. God’s unseen hand fashions an amazingly detailed man-shape 
out of clay, but it is as inanimate as pottery. Nothing at all like the myriad of other creatures that 
sprung alive at the very word of God. This is a statue, a kind of clay Ken-doll. Then God breathes into 
him and he suddenly changes from clay to flesh. Soil becomes skin, organs form, blood surges, muscles 
move, and lungs fill and eyes open. If you were watching, would you think, “That’s some clay!”? No, of 
course not! You’d think, “That’s some breath!”  

  Here Paul says in v.7, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing 
power is from God and not from us.” If people are going to see the life of Jesus in us, it won’t do for 
them to look at us and think, “That’s some clay!” There must be no doubt that what has overtaken us 
can only be explained as “the all-surpassing power from God.”  

B. “Jars of clay” is a good description of human beings. Who would ever expect to see a living light coming 
out of a jar of clay? Or for that matter, see it come to life! But God wants his “all-surpassing power” to 
be even more unmistakable, so he allows pressures on our lives that would crush any normal clay jar, 
any normal person. Vv.8-9... That tells us that Christians face death-dealing hardships with death-
defying strength. Here is a believer facing crushing pressures, but she doesn’t crumble. Here’s a couple 
who faces utterly confounding situations but who don’t despair of finding wisdom. Here’s one who is 
persecuted —pursued, hounded, like a fugitive—but yet “not abandoned” because our Lord said, “I will 
never leave you or forsake you.” Here is a fellow-believer who is “struck down, but not destroyed.” 
Down, but not out. They go down in a heap under the blows of the enemy. Some even die. But even 
death can’t kill them! Illus.: Just this morning Young Kim called me to tell me her husband, Quang, had 
had a mild stroke and to ask for our prayers. Then she said, “I have my verse for the book we’re 
making. It is Psalm 119:71, ‘It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees.” That’s 
a Christian talking! 

We’d like to think that the awesome power of God will be displayed in our lives by delivering us out 
of trouble—and God surely does that many times. But the real miracle happens when he doesn’t and 
yet the Christians who are pressured, perplexed, pursued and pounded beyond what any “jar of clay” 
could ever endure, do endure with a kind of life and light within us that can only be attributed to “the 
all-surpassing power of God” within our lives.  

Illus.: Some time ago I heard an amazing taped sermon by Pastor Josef Tson, a Romanian pastor 
and educator who suffered terribly under the Communists before the fall of the Iron Curtain.  He told 
how after one particular nasty bout with an interrogator he was very discouraged till the Lord met with 
him and helped him understand what was happening.  The next week the interrogation began again, 
but everything was different.  This is how Pastor Tson tells it: “At one point he stopped and said, ‘Mr. 
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Tson, who visited you this weekend?  I have in front of me a different person than the one who left here.  
Somebody came and changed you completely.  I have to know who came and visited you.”   

“Jesus visited me and made me ready for the battle again,” said Tson. [PT tape #215] 
C. One of the great paradoxes of the Christian life is this: Dying is our way of life. V.10... That should read, 

“we always carry around in our body the dying of Jesus.” Our daily dying—from age and ill-health, from 
the life’s pressures and perplexities, from the persecution and blows of the wicked—all those things 
become “the dying of Jesus” in our lives. What’s the difference between ordinary dying and “the dying 
of Jesus”? They dying of Jesus has a purpose. All other dying is waste. God’s love and power is worked 
out in “the dying of Jesus.” And there’s something else. Remember that great line from the Black 
preacher’s Easter sermon, “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!” With the dying of Jesus, Sunday’s comin’! 
V.10 finishes, “So that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.”  

V.11 says something slightly different: “We who are alive [i.e., we who have this “life of Jesus 
revealed in our body”] are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake.” God is the one who keeps 
thrusting us into “grave situations,” into circumstances that crush and confuse, that chase and 
challenge. Why? God isn’t sadistic. He doesn’t love our suffering. But he does love the lost world and 
they will never trust him with their lives unless they see his loving power displayed in us. All this dying 
we endure is to showcase God’s power in our lives. V.7 says it is “to show.” V.10 says, “So that the life 
of Jesus may be revealed.” V.11 says, “so that Jesus’ life may be revealed in our mortal [dying] body.”  

D. There’s one more reason here not to lose heart: All this dying we experience not only displays God’s 
life to the lost, it also stirs Christ’s life in our fellow believers. That’s what Paul is getting at in v.12... 
When we watch fellow believers suffer for Christ’s sake—that is, when we see them dying in some way 
but showing the life of Christ—that stirs up the life of Christ in us. It strengthens our endurance and 
faith.  

 
Conclusion  
 Illus.: A few months ago, Donovan Rust gave me this little clay pot. It says, “Sensational Sermons,” and 
there’s this big cork in the top, I assumed, to keep the sensational sermons from spilling out till they are 
needed. Then I looked closer. This pot, not all that impressive to start with, was cracked and glued back 
together. In fact, Donovan told me he had to buy it because he was looking at it in a store and put the cork 
back in the top a little too forcefully and it cracked. Well, I thought, as long as the sensational sermons didn’t 
spill out, I’m ok. But when I carefully lifted the cork from the top of the pot one Saturday night to get out one 
of those Sensational Sermons, guess what? It’s empty. I put my ear up to it, but no sermons. No Spurgeon or 
Jonathan Edwards or Timothy Keller or Mark Driscoll. Nothing. All this thing is, truth be told, is an empty 
cracked pot promising sermons it can’t deliver. Just like the one who stands in front of you every Sunday.  

Illus.: I suspect that like me, you often feel like an empty cracked pot. I woke very early Friday morning 
disheartened and troubled. By my concern for someone I love who is facing failure. By a friend whose 22-year-
old son had a preliminary diagnosis of cancer. By a vicious lawsuit against fellow believers by an unscrupulous 
man. By the unsettling evidence of Satan’s work in a friend’s life. By all the jobs that have been lost in 
organizations I love. By my own inadequacy for this work I’m called to do, especially on 4 hours sleep. In times 
like those, it feels like we’re dying inside. We feel as plain and powerless as cracked clay pots.  
 I prayed for all those people, myself included. I prayed for God’s healing for some, for God’s victory for 
others, for God’s miraculous provision and wisdom for still others. But I also prayed that my brothers and 
sisters and I, in all this clay-like mortality, all this dying, would shine with the life of Jesus. That even if the 
disease progresses, or the court case is lost, or unemployment stretches out for months, that we would 
display a kind of hope and boldness, love and peace, the joy and life, that defies any other explanation than 
that it must be “this all-surpassing power is from God, and not from us.”  
 And how do we find that life and light if it seems like it is eluding us? V.6 told us we got this light of God’s 
glory by looking at Jesus. When all we feel is the dying, we need to look again at Jesus—be with him, read his 
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word, worship him, be with his body the church. Looking to the Lord removes the veil from our eyes, and 
“gives us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God.” That light is our treasure and life. And that is how it 
is that we do not lose heart. 


