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The Cross & The Clay 
2 Corinthians 4 

In one of his sermons, Charles Spurgeon tells the story of a young 
preacher who came to him asking for advice. “I have been preaching 
for a number of months”, the young man said, “and I have yet to see a 
single conversion.”  

Spurgeon went on to ask him, “Son, do you honestly expect someone 
to be saved every time you open your mouth.” 

“Well, no sir.” The young man replied. 

“Well, then,” Spurgeon said, “that is why you do not get souls saved.” 

Now, Spurgeon admits that he caught this poor young chap in a bit of 
a trap. But I wonder if he wouldn’t catch us too? 

If you were honest, do you believe that the gospel is powerful enough 
to convert your friends…? Spurgeon gœs on to say of many in his day, 

They tremblingly believe that it is possible, by some strange 

mysterious method, that once in a hundred sermons God might 

win a quarter of a soul! 

Have your expectations sunk so low? Do you shrink back from sharing 
your faith because you’re pretty sure no one is interested? As you look 
around at this “post-Christian” culture, or maybe at people in your life 
who you long to know Jesus, have you lost heart that the simple and 
clear proclamation of the gospel will powerfully change lives? 

In 2 Corinthians Chapter 3, the apostle Paul says, “Therefore, since we 
have such a hope, we are very bold.” And now at the beginning of 
chapter 4 he declares: “  Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have 
this ministry, we do not lose heart.” 
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But if we are not very bold, and if we have lost heart, what dœs that say 
about us?  

That’s the somewhat uncomfortable question that this section of 2 
Corinthians presses on us, I think. 

BUT, God’s word dœs not raise this question for us just to make us feel 
bad. Not at all! This passage is a powerful antidote for our 
discouragement; by giving us the proper perspective on the gospel, 
ourselves, and on God himself, it feeds our hope, fuels our boldness, 
and fires us up to participate in God’s mission in the world.  

Verse 7 is our key verse for today: 

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-

surpassing is from God and not from us. 

Our plan for today is to see how this whole chapter amplifies the the 
truth of this verse: 

Showing us again the treasure of the gospel, our own weakness, and 
the all-surpassing power of God. It’s my prayer that God would so 
work the truth of this chapter into our hearts that we too would be very 
bold, and greatly encouraged.  
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1. Treasure 

So we begin first with the treasure of the gospel. Now Paul has just 
been talking about this in chapter 3. He says in verse 1,  

Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we 

do not lose heart. 

The this ministry here is the “live-giving, new covenant, glory-revealing, 
character transforming ministry of the Spirit through the gospel” of 
chapter 3. And you might think that after such a glorious description of 
the gospel Paul might move onto something else, but he dœsn’t! It’s 
like he can’t help himself from heaping up picture after picture of this 
ministry he has received by the kind mercy of God.  

And if chapter 3 the focus was on the new-covenant nature of the 
gospel, now he speaks of the new creation nature of the gospel.  

In verse 5 Paul sums up his message, he proclaims: “Jesus is Lord.” 

And in verse 6 he gœs on to say that in the proclamation of this good 
news the same power is at work by which God created the world! 

For the God who said “let light shine out of darkness” made his 

light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of 

God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ. 

By the power of his Word, God called into being the entire Universe. 
And in the Word of the gospel, God brings about a transformation of 
cosmic proportions in the heart of everyone who turns to Christ.  

Paul himself knew this. He quite literally was overwhelmed by the light 
of the knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Christ on that 
Damascus road. He once was blind, but now he sees, by the new 
creation power of the gospel: Jesus Christ is Lord. 
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Christian brother or sister, do you know this is true of you? Whether 
your story involved some dramatic moment of conversion, or whether 
you have always grown up knowing and loving and trusting Jesus, 
there is simply no such thing as a boring testimony.  

Your faith, quite simply, is a miracle. As miraculous as the very 
existence of life itself. If anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation, we 
will read in 2 Corinthians 5. 

And this new creation power of the gospel, gives rise to a new future 
and a new present. 

Just listen to Paul’s hope for the future in verse 14: 

…we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead 

will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you to himself. 

And his present reality in verse 16 

Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are 

being renewed day by day. 

The gospel is immensely and wondrously powerful. It breaks through 
into dark and dead hearts and by the power of the Spirit brings the 
very life and light of of the Lord Jesus. In the gospel there is recreation, 
renewal, and resurrection. Past present and future utterly transformed.  

So even in all his genuine hardship, Paul can say: 

…our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an 

eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  

That is a stunning verse. And it’s not that Paul trivialises his or anyone 
else’s trials. It is simply that his heart and his vision of the world are so 
utterly transformed by the gospel that the things of this world — good 
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or bad — are like a feather falling in the breeze next to an immovable 
mountain of glory and grace. 

Is it any wonder that Paul is very bold? Is it any wonder that he dœs not 
lose heart? Is it any wonder that he feels no need to resort to gimmicks 
or manipulation as he proclaims this gospel. As he says in verse 13, he 
believes, therefore he speaks.  

Yes, some remain stubbornly blind to the good news. Yes, the devil 
dœs his darnedest to keep people in the dark. But Paul knows first 
hand the power of the gospel to soften even the hardest of hearts, and 
open the blindest of eyes.  

I can’t help but think we are so concerned about the possible 
objections, and the tricky questions, that we have maybe lost sight of 
the incomparable power of the gospel. Yes, we will need to listen 
carefully and graciously respond to the questions of our friends, but 
the gospel dœs not need our defence!  

Through Christianity Explored over the last couple of weeks and in 
another conversation I have had this week I’ve been reminded of this: 
Jesus is totally captivating, and as people encounter him in his Word, 
it’s powerful!  

Spurgeon says 

The Word of God can take care of itself, and will do so if we 

preach it, and cease defending it. See you that lion…. See how a 

band of armed men have gathered together to protect the lion. 

What a clatter they make with their swords and spears! These 

mighty men are intent upon defending a lion. O fools, and slow 

of heart! Open that door! Let the lord of the forest come forth 

free. Who will dare to encounter him? What dœs he want with 
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your guardian care? Let the pure gospel go forth in all its lion-like 

majesty, and it will soon clear its own way and ease itself of its 

adversaries. 

We don’t need to be tricksy or sneaky, scared or ashamed. We don’t 
need to master a clever technique or map out a cunning strategy. It’s 
not up to us to protect the gospel, or make it sound compelling to 
modern ears; we just let the gospel out; liberally sow the powerful 
seed of God’s Word; we set forth the truth plainly — and then watch as 
the light of the gospel shines forth and completely transforms people 
from the inside out. 

This is the treasure of the gospel. This is what we have, and this is what 
we hold out to our friends and our family, our colleagues, and our 
neighbours. 
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2.  In Jars of Clay 

But we have this treasure, we’re told, in jars of clay.  

Now, if you have a jar of clay in your home, it’s probably a pretty nice 
decorative piece. But that’s not what we’re meant to think about. Think 
a plastic supermarket bag, and not even one of the sturdier 15 cent 
ones. I’m talking the old-school disposable ones. The precious treasure 
of the gospel is placed in disposable, dispensable, busted up and 
breaking down jars of clay.  

And I reckon we get this in terms of our salvation. We know how weak 
we are, that we cannot save ourselves, that we only have this ministry 
by the mercy of God as we see in verse 1. But I wonder if we 
sometimes we think that we really should have sorted ourselves out by 
now. Yes we start weak, but shouldn’t a powerful gospel be carried 
around in the world by powerful, impressive Christians. As if people 
should look at us and think, wow they have got it all together, I want 
they’re having.  

But no one would look at the apostle Paul as powerful and impressive. 
In fact, most of this letter Paul is defending himself against claims that 
he is too weak and unimpressive. And his defence is that his weakness 
is the whole point! Our weakness is part of God’s strategy to display 
his glory to a watching world.  

Did you notice how in verse 7 Paul says he has treasure in a jar of clay, 
and then in verse 10 he says, we always carry around in our body the 
death of Jesus. The treasure of the gospel is the message of Christ and 
him crucified. The cross looks weak and unimpressive, it looks like total 
and abject defeat, but in reality it is the very power of God unto 
salvation for all who believe.  
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We have called our series in 2 Corinthians The Cross and The Clay for 
this very reason. For this is how God always works: he uses the 
apparently weak and unimpressive so display his power and glory. This 
dynamic is woven all through this letter, as Paul shows again and again 
that what appears to be defeat and death is actually the victory and life 
of God at work in the world.  

It turns out that a Jar of Clay, that ancient supermarket plastic bag, is 
precisely the right vessel to carry the message of a crucified Saviour.  

God dœsn’t work through us despite our weakness, he chooses to 
work through us in our weakness.  

So if you are feeling weak. If you feel that you are not up to the task of 
telling others about Jesus. This passage has two things to say: 

1. Yes. You are weak. You are probably even weaker than you realise! 
You are a jar of clay! And 

2. Your weakness is the very thing that qualifies you to effectively 
share the gospel.   

We are weak and frail vessels, but the gospel is a precious and 
powerful message. So if you feel like your busted up jar is cracking to 
pieces, remember that the light of Jesus is still shining through. God is 
delighted to use us just as we are — with the questions we can’t answer, 
with our fears and past failures. 

Spurgeon again, reflecting on Jesus’ promise to make us fishers of 
people says: 

You are not fit for it, but he will make you fit. You cannot do it of 

yourselves, but he will make you do it. You do not know how to 

spread nets and draw shoals of fish to shore, but he will teach 

you. Only follow him, and He will make you fishers of men. 
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3. All-Surpassing Power From God 

See, here’s the thing. It’s not about us! Our goal is never for people to 
think: wow, that St Mark’s is a really nice community, or wow, isn’t he a 
nice person. We want people to go, WOW, Jesus is Lord and God is 
great! 

This is the third part of our key verse: 

We have this treasure in jars of clay to show this all-surpassing 

is from God and not from us. 

Just listen again to the way the whole chapter is constantly shifting the 
focus away from us in our weakness, to God and his great power: 

In verse 5: 

What we preach is not ourselves but Jesus Christ as Lord, and us 

as your servants for Jesus’ sake.  

We read in verse 15 that  

All this — all the suffering and trouble — is for your benefit, so 

that the grace that is reaching more and more people may cause 

thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God. 

I think that’s what’s going on in the final verse of the chapter. Verse 18 
tells us: 

So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, 

since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.  

What we can see are our own jars of clay, cracking and falling apart. 
We’re faced with that reality every day. But there is another, deeper, 
truer reality, that is not seen with our eyes, but by the power of the 
Spirit is working in our hearts and in the world. And when we pay 
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attention to that, when God is our vision, when the gospel becomes 
the lens through which we view the world, we will not lose heart, we 
will be bold, we will proclaim the name of Jesus. We will have that 
same spirit of faith, about which it is written “I believed; therefore I 
have spoken.” 

Can I tell you a couple of stories? 

A year 1 boy in our church learnt about mission at church a couple of 
weeks ago, and he wrote this letter to a couple of his friends: 

He believed, and therefore he spoke. Not in fancy words or even 
perfect spelling. But in that little note is contained the very power of 
God in the gospel as the truth set forth plainly to a friend.  

Just this week, one of the girls from ALIVE shared the story of Jesus 
calming the storm with a friend having a tough time. She had been 
reminded of Jesus’ power at ALIVE last Friday and told her friend that 
she believes this is true and she knows that Jesus helps her in all her 
trials. She believed, and therefore she spoke, the light of Jesus shining 
out from her jar of clay.  
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But there are many others too: two other girls who have invited a 
couple of friends to youth group online this term, even when we’re 
online and it’s clunky and weird. The man who wrote a letter to his sick 
mother-in-law holding out the hope of Jesus in the face of death. The 
several people who have sent emails, or had conversations, or read the 
Bible with family members. The uni student watching a TV show based 
on the gospels with a friend who isn’t quite ready to read the Bible yet. 
They believed, and therefore they spoke.  

And the point is not that these are the super strong Christians; they are 
as frail and falling apart as any of us. The point is not that they have 
mastered some secret trick to powerful evangelism.  

These brothers and sisters simply have their eyes fixed on the unseen. 
Their hearts have been captured by the Lord Jesus, and they are 
convinced that the gospel is good news and powerful to transform 
their friends and family and colleagues and neighbours. And they 
know that the all-surpassing power comes from God and not from 
themselves, and so with all their fear and awkwardness and uncertainty 
they told their friends about Jesus.  

So whether you are 6, or 16, or 60, could I give you an exciting and 
daunting challenge for the month ahead? What if, as a church, we 
prayed each morning a prayer like this: 

Dear God, I am a jar of clay, but you have given me the precious 

treasure of the gospel. Give me a trust in your power and open 

my eyes to see what you are doing in the world. Let me have a 

conversation about Jesus with someone in my life that you are 

seeking. For your glory, Amen. 
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Who knows what God might do through us? Not for our sake, but for 
the benefit of Northbridge, and our networks, and the nations, that the 
grace of God might reach more and more people, causing 
thanksgiving to overflow to the glory of God.  

We have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing 
power is from God, and not from us.  
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