2 Corinthians 4:7-9 January 15, 2006
Weak Minister, Powerful M essage, Part 1

The Container —What are thesejars of clay?

The word for “clay” or “earthen” comes from the Greek word from which derivesthe
term “ostracon” in ou own language. One dictionary definesit thus: “An ostraconisa
pieceof pattery usualy broken off from avase or other eathenware vessl. In archeology,
ostracamay contain scratched in words or other form of writing which may give duesasto
the time when the piecewasin use. The word is derived from Greek ostrakon meaning a
shell or ashard of pottery used as avoting tablet. The plural of ostraconis ostraca”

In this case, the “ostracon” isthe root Greek word which refers to the whole day ves-
sel in which things were stored. 2 Timothy 2:20is the only other use of theword in the NT.
It isa mntainer which can hdd something of littl e value or something of very grea value.
For instance, the dead seascroll s were foundin such pdatery after dmost 2000yeas of
sitting “in storage.” They were not fancy containers, but had predous contents.

The eathen vessalsrefer to the frail human body and spirit—the whole person. This
metaphar reminds us of the fad that God made man from the dust of the ground(Gen. 2:7).
God fashioned man’s body from raw materials dready existing onthe eath, and kreahed
into it the breah of life. We have temporal bodesthat do nd last forever. Furthermore, we
are aedures; we ae not the aedor. Thisdistinction forever will be observed in eternity.

This verse gpliesto the most physicdly frail and most physicadly strong minister of
the gospel. Every personiswed; it is God whose strength matters. Men are expendable;
ministers are not the issue in the proclamation d the gospel—the messageis. Thisisnat to
say that people ae unimportant; rather, they do have value. But the cmmparison between
the two things $hows the far surpassng value of the aiding message.

The Contents—What isinside thejarsof clay?

Even though the “containers’ are frail, what isin them is pricdess They are referred
to asatreasure. The cmmmonword for treasure is used here, like “treasuresin heaven”’
(Matt. 6:19-21). But what isthe treasure?It is the message of the gospel. In terms of verse
6, that isthe light of the knowledge of the glory of Godin Christ.

A very plain assumptionis made in this text, and that is that the gospel is a treasure.
It isfar better than any kind d eathly treasure that we might amass Heaven is where our
main investment shoud be. Of course, we often ad otherwise. Additionally, we ought to
cherish the gospel that has been given to us. It shoud na be aboring thing to focus on.

The Cause — Why has God caused it to be thisway?

So you have the message of the gospel carried about in frail human vessls, through
whom the ministry of that gospel is caried ou. What a paradox. It would seem that a pow-
erful message would be displayed in paverful messengers. But it is nat.

Why has God caused it to be so? The point of the verseisthat God has arr anged
the combination of weak vessl and pricelessmessage to ensure that no one mistakes
where the power comes from. It comes from God, not from people. The outstanding
nature of the power of God is obviously from the message, not the vehicles of the message.

1 Cor. 2:3-5 gives esentialy the same idea Paul was present with the Corinthiansin
weakness he was not a grea persuasive speaker, but his ministry did demonstrate the Holy
Spirit and paver of God. All thiswas 9 that the Christian’s faith would na bein man’s
wisdom but in the power of God.

It ought to be quite obvious that man’s wisdom runs out of steam after only a short
distance (far lessthan alifetime). But God s power is everything—it is what saves us
(Rom. 1:16, 1 Cor. 1:18), kegps us (1 Peter 1:5), sustains us (Rom. 15:13), empowers min-
istry (Rom. 15:19), and will resurred us (1 Cor. 6:14). Eph. 1:19 pants this out.

The recognition d the fad that it is God' s power and nd man’'s $oud be evident to
a) the minister; b) the church folks at large; ¢) all those to whom the message is presented.

The Contrast — Why does the verse start with “but”?

The force of the mntrastive “but” is that this truth ads as an dff set to the grea privi-
leges of apostolic ministry, or our persona ministry, for that matter. We do have agrea
treasure in us, and we have been given aministry that is £mnd-to-nore. But this gives us
nothing to baast about in ouselves. We ae still mortal beings, though privil eged with the
message of life and light in the gospel.

The Presaureson the Clay Jars

The foll owing table demonstrates the two sides of the equation laid ou above. On the
one hand, the eathen vessls are subjeded to such presauresthat you would exped them to
crack under the presaure, if not totally be aushed. But on the other hand, the power of God
ensures that the ministers are ale to dowhat God wants them to da.

These troulles demonstrate that the “vessl” is the whale person, nat just his physicd
body, because there ae troules like perplexity, which have to dowith the mind, nat the
body per se.

Demonstration of the Demonstration of the

Weaknessof the Vessl Power of God
Troubed This means to crush, Not Distressed | Not limited, crushed.
press or experiencediffi- 2 Cor. 6:12 westhe
culty, 2 Cor. 1:6, 7:5; 2 term to refer to re-
Thess 1:6-7, Heb. 11:37. stricted love.
Perplexed Confusion abou a strange Not in Despair | Not to the point of
situation, asin John 1322, being utterly at a
Acts 25:20, Gal. 4:20. loss or to renource
all hope.
Perseauted To be pursued, chased, Not Forsaken Not left behind o

John 1520, Rom. 12:14, abandored. Heb. 135
Gal. 5:11, 6:12, 2 Tim. is probably the most
3:12. Often used of be- outstanding example
lieverswho reed to pusue of thisnation.

certain quelitiesin their Though men will

life; hereit isthe believers abandon s, God will
being pursued! Paul used not (2 Tim. 4:10, 16).

to perseaute the church.

Cast Down | Thismeansto be knocked Not Destroyed | Thisisthe same word
down. It isalso used of that isused in 4:3 of

laying afouncktion (Heb. thase who are perish-
6:1), so it refersto some- ing because they are
thing low down. blinded to the gospel.

We can caalog all manner of trouble experienced by Paul in his missonary work. For
instance, he suffered difficultiesin Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:44-52); Iconium (14:2-5);
Lystra (14:19-20); Phili ppi (16:18-24, 35-40); Thessalonica(17:5-9), Berea(17:13); Cor-
inth (18:12-17); Ephesus (19:23-41); and Jerusalem (21:27-36 and through the end o
Acts). What alitany! Thisisnot the same & run-of-the-mill apathy or oppgsition toward
the gospel. That we exped. Such trouleis oppasition cranked upafew notches.

Despite dl the troubles, the ministry goes on because God is the power behindit.

Conclusion

This passage reminds us of the supremacy of a God-centered approach to ministry if
we desire His power to be manifested. Man is not the canterpieceof God swork, asthe
power resides nat in him but in God. We do well to take thistruth to heat. And troubes
areto be expeded! MAP



