SERIES: Power through Weakness
SERMON: Treasurein Clay Pots
SCRIPTURE: 2Cor. 4:1-12
SPEAKER: Michael P. Andrus
DATE: November 6, 2005

There’s a program on PBS | like to watch once whée called “Antique Roadshow.” In virtually every
program someone discovers that a piece of furnfaigleed up at an estate sale for $18 turns ouéto b
worth $50,000 (or $100,000 if he hadn’t scrapedaidepaint off). Someone else finds a photograph in
the attic of her deceased aunt that is an origiggled by Ansel Adams and they make off like a itand
Or someone is given a vase by their grandmothertdnchs out not to be a vase after all but a ‘aziz
from the Ming dynasty, and they are able to retiealthy.

| don’t ever expect to be on that program. I'm tanhmre likely to be the poor bloke who sold thepless
heirloom in the first place, not realizing its valiBut the fact is, it's not that unusual for tne@sto be
found in strange places, even in clay pots. In 1®#4ile Bedouin boy was throwing rocks into a eaxp
on a rugged cliff within sight of the Dead Sea wherheard the sounds of breaking pottery. Thatded
the discovery of the greatest literary treasure-diie Dead Sea Scrolls, which eventually were faond
include copies of every OT book except Esther-atkd more than a thousand years earlier than any
copy previously available.

The Apostle Paul uses the metaphor of treasurkaynpots in our Scripture text today. He says, “We
have this treasure in jars of clay to show that #hi-surpassing power is from God and not from us.
What is the treasure, and what are the jars oflotaig talking about? Well, we’ll get to that, beifs start
at the beginning of the chapter and work our wayehRead with me, if you will, from 2 Corinthians
4:1-12:

Therefore, since through God's mercy we have timstry, we do not lose heart. Rather,
we have renounced secret and shameful ways; wetdsse deception, nor do we distort the word
of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the trpthinly we commend ourselves to every man's
conscience in the sight of God. And even if oupgbis veiled, it is veiled to those who are
perishing. The god of this age has blinded the mofdunbelievers, so that they cannot see the
light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, whdhge image of God. For we do not preach ourselves,
but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as yoweses for Jesus' sake. For God, who said, "Let
light shine out of darkness," made his light shmeur hearts to give us the light of the
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to shbat this all-surpassing power is
from God and not from us. We are hard pressed eryeside, but not crushed;
perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, butat@ndoned; struck down, but not
destroyed. We always carry around in our body thatll of Jesus, so that the life of
Jesus may also be revealed in our body. For weavb@live are always being given
over to death for Jesus' sake, so that his life beayevealed in our mortal body. So then,
death is at work in us, but life is at work in you.

The overall theme of this passage seems to béfélseyle of servant leaders. Servant leaders
seem to be a rapidly vanishing breed today. Chstdheand large, are looking for dynamic
visionaries, world-class communicators, C.E.O. sypather than shepherds or servafgen in
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the early church servant leaders weren't alwayd imehigh esteem. The church at Corinth is a
case in point. They were on Paul’s case big-tineabse he wasn’t a very impressive leader for
someone who claimed to be an Apostle. Though hddwattled the church and personally led
many of them to Christ, now that he had been gona fvhile and they had become accustomed
to a new style of leadership, they were becomiritequitical of Paul because, among other
things, he wasn'’t very good looking, he wasn’t mightly eloquent, he didn’t have the sterling
credentials they were looking for, he didn’t chafgiehis services (inferring they weren’t worth
much), and he was constantly facing persecutionsaffdring (which didn’t fit their health-
wealth theology).

In this passage Paul again defends himself anchimistry, but in the process he uses the first
person plural pronoun, “we,” rather than “I.” | blki he wants to encourage all of us to become
servant leaders like he is.

The character of the servant leader (1, 2a)

Heisspiritually courageous. Paul says in verse 1, “We do not lose heart.”isfig is
tough and it's so easy to give up. | suppose ewagyof us has at some point been prepared to
throw in the towel. Perhaps we have said, “Who sek$? I'm only a volunteer; I'm not getting
paid; and no one seems to appreciate my effortolitte here!” But Paul says there is something
that should stop us in our tracks: “since througiil'@ mercy we have this ministry, we do not
lose heart.”

He’s talking about the ministry of the New Covenaviaybe if we were under the performance
standards of the Old Covenant he could understairiggup, because failure was so common
and the results so discouraging. But the New Cavenféers so much more hope; it provides
forgiveness, power, and victory. It results in gfmnmed lives! Therefore, he says, “we do not
lose heart.” We hang in there. We remain faithful.

But Paul doesn’t take any credit for the ministeylfas. It wasn't his idea; he didn’t earn the
right through hard work or exceptional brilliancather it was his through the mercy of God.
The fact that any of us are able to serve thediod is a privilege beyond description.

Heismorally sound. Verse 2: “We have renounced secret and shameifys WwSadly,
some people use religion for shameful purposesh&ve been inundated with scores of
accounts of priests who have used their positioqsey on children. And we are all aware of
TV preachers who have gotten filthy rich through-peomotion. They almost always hide their
financial dealings and many refuse to join the Epdical Council on Financial Accountability,
because they don’t want to be accountable.

But it’s not just professional clergy who are guitf secret and shameful behavior. What about
the AWANA leader who feeds on Internet pornographthe privacy of his home? What about
the Sunday School teacher who spends hours reeahmgnce novels or watching trashy soap
operas? The servant leader is a person of integpign and transparent; he or she is the same in



public as in private.

Heisintellectually honest. He goes on, “We do not use deception, nor doisterd the
word of God.” There is a whole new specialty thas$ Bprung up in recent years known as “spin
doctors,” but they’ve never studied medicine. They given that name because it is their job to
put a positive spin on whatever a certain politiaaa political party says or does. We almost
never hear a leader today say, “I blew it,” or “Igorry.” Instead the spin doctors get busy
performing surgery on the truth in order to prestapidity or downright criminal activity in a
favorable light. Well, the profession of “spin docthas also entered the ministry. There are
those who can spin almost anything to make it sandtual, even if it's directly opposed to
Scripture. How else do we end up with openly gay lasbian ministers in churches, claiming
that the Bible supports their lifestyle?

Of course, the Bible can be distorted in less sulvdys as well. | find evangelicals massaging it
all the time to protect their favorite doctrinesitBaul wouldn’t do that. “On the contrary,” he
continues, “by setting forth the trugitainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience
in the sight of God.” This is the opposite of spimgnthe truth. The church should be the true no-
spin zone. We should never be guilty of embellightime truth or dressing it up in pedantic
language in order to make ourselves look more selyolTruth is not always easy to grasp, but
our goal should always be to make it as plain asipte. How else are people’s consciences
going to be challenged? How else is the truth gtangenetrate their hearts?

However, friends, no matter how spiritually courag®e, morally sound, and intellectually honest
a servant leader is, there is no guarantee thabhéssage will be received well.

Thelimitations of the servant leader (3, 4)

An extremely important truth is shared here, arad i that our success in ministry can never be
judged solely by the response of people. Why?

Herecognizesthereisa Satanic blindnessthat prevents some people from seeing the
truth of the Gospel. Here’s how Paul puts it: “And even if our gosigeVeiled, it is veiled to
those who are perishing. The god of this age haddal the minds of unbelievers, so that they
cannot see the light of the Gospel of the glorZbfist, who is the image of God.” Did you ever
stop and wonder, “Why do some people refuse t@beldespite having heard the truth again
and again?” They may be moral people and they raag bxemplary families, but they live
their lives seemingly oblivious to the fact thgtidgment is coming and they will be required to
stand before God and give an account of their livhave known individuals who have sat
under the teaching of God’s Word for decades buéngive any evidence of assimilating the
truth or responding to it. You perhaps have hadcettperience of sharing your faith with a
family member for years and yet nothing seems talgeugh. How do we explain this
phenomenon?

Well, Paul attributes it to spiritual blindness.wwill recall from last Sunday that we were



introduced to this concept as he spoke of thethatl covers the hearts of those who are

followers of the Old Covenant. But now he takdseiyond the Jewish people and claims that
unbelievers in general suffer from a spiritual Bhiess that actually has Satanic origins. “The

god of this world” is clearly a reference to Satidr.is not a real god, but he is treated as such by
his own minions; he is actually a defeated enerayhk is still active and we have to be aware

of his strategy.

Satan does a number on the minds and hearts ofievdrs to the extent that . . . “they cannot

see the light of the gospel of the glory of Chnglho is the image of God.” He hides from them
the truth of who Jesus really is. He’s fine witlriihpaying lip service to Jesus as a great teacher,
a lover of the poor, even a martyr; but he doesatit them to see His beauty, His grace, His
mercy, His love, and especially His forgivenéss.

But if they cannot see the light of the gospel lbseaof Satanic blindness, does this mean they
are not responsible? The answer is that they aitbdut excuse” (Romans 1:20) because they
seeenoughand knowenoughto make them responsible. In that passage Paultisat/ssince the
creation of the world God'’s invisible qualities—lei®rnal power and divine nature—have been
clearly seen, being understood from what has bese(1:20) Furthermore, “Although they
knew God, they neither glorified him as God noreythvanks to him, but their thinking became
futile and their foolish hearts were darkened” {3:Zhe unbeliever is held accountable because
he has cooperated with Satan in his own spiritliatlbess by exchanging the glory of God for
idols and by exchanging the truth of God for a8e, in effect, unbelievers have made decisions
along the way that give Satan a foothold. They haillengly allowed their minds to be

tampered with.

The wise servant leader will recognize this limdaton the success of his ministry and will
accept that his ultimate responsibility is faitimes$s. He will recognize that he is not just
competing in the marketplace of human ideas; e asspiritual battle that involves supernatural
forces. But | want to offer an important caution:

Herefusesto usethisasan excuse for not sharing the Gospel. It would be easy to say,
“If unbelievers are suffering from supernaturahdiness, what's the point in witnessing to
them?” But such an attitude ignores other potefdictiors that contribute to a lost person’s
condition. It could be that some people aroundaxemot believed, not just because of Satanic
blindness but also because no one has botheregblenirethe Gospel to them. Or perhaps it has
been explained but not lived out. We can chalkhgpfact that our neighbors are unchurched to
Satanic blindness, but if we don’t invite them mautreach event when we have the
opportunity, how can we just blame Satan for thest condition?

In my OT Survey class last Monday night we wereiog at Ezekiel 3:16ff, where the Word of
the Lord came to the prophet saying,
“Son of man, | have made you a watchman for thesbai Israel; so hear the
word | speak and give them warning from me. WheayIto a wicked man, “You will
surely die,” and you do not warn him or speak oullissuade him from his evil ways in
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order to save his life, that wicked man will die iss sin, and | will hold you accountable
for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked mau &ie does not turn from his
wickedness or from his evil ways, he will die fisr$in; but you will have saved
yourself.”

God doesn't hold Satan accountable for the lostlitimm of unbelievers, or at least rjost

Satan; he also holdsaccountable.

The wise servant leader will recognize the limgas that Satanic blindness puts on his ministry,
but he will not use that as an excuse for failimghare the Gospel. On the contrary, Paul moves
immediately to our responsibility to share thehraith unbelievers, because that is the principal
antidote God has established to deal with spiritliabiness.

Theresponsibilities of the servant leader (5, 6)

The response of some to the phenomenon of Satlmimess is to focus on new techniques and
new methodologies, better marketing, new paradigimgorship, or a new approach to the
culture. These things may increase the audiencethat's valuable and worth doing, but since
Satanic blindness is supernatural, only a superagtower can remove it, and that power is in
Jesus Christ. That is why Paul says we much préacist, not ourselves.

He preaches Christ, not himself. Verse 5: “For we do not preach (proclaim) oures)v
but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as yovarsirfor Jesus’ sake.” What does it mean to
preach ourselves? Have you ever heard a pastomab@onstantly telling stories about himself
and his family? His kids always say the cutestghjrne and his wife have the perfect marriage
and their relationship seems to be the perfedtilion of almost any spiritual truth. Or have
you known people who are so self-focused that jhstyconstantly talk about themselves. There
is no room for Jesus in a conversation becausedteeygo full of themselves. Paul refuses to be
like that. The words most on his lips are, “Jesusard.” In 1 Corinthians 2:2 he said, “For |
resolved to knowothingwhile | was with you except Jesus Christ and hioctidied.” He
doesn’t mean that literally; as a matter of faettdught them much more than just truth about
Jesus. But what he means is that the Cross wasltant every other topic eventually led there.

And if Jesus is Lord, then Paul is His servant.sH&st into impressing others but rather serving
them.

Hetrusts God to shinelight into the darkness. Paul goes right back to Genesis 1 and
claims that the same God who at the dawn of credligpelled the primeval darkness is the One
who causes spiritual light to drive back the dadenef sin and unbelief from the hearts of men.
It took a miracle or creation to separate lightrirdarkness, and it takes a miracle to bring an
individual out of spiritual darkness into the light

Will you notice something with me here? There aree forces at work whenever anyone comes
to faith in Christ. They are not equal forces by areans, but they are all active:
Satan blinds.



We proclaim.
God turns on the light.
We are not responsible for turning on the lightydar sharing the truth.

So far we are probably saying to Paul, “right dWé appreciate his selfless attitude and we
agree with his philosophy of ministry. But thendmmes to a topic that we don’t relate to nearly
as well:

The humility of the servant leader (7-9)

Paul stresses the humble position of the true setgader, as opposed to the strong, dynamic,
CEO model of leadership the Corinthians were logKor.

Heisjust aclay pot, ensuring that God gets all the credit. Verse 7: “But we have this
treasure in jars of clay.” What treasure? The retametecedent is “the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Christ.” That'sradsure alright! And God hasn’t deposited that
knowledge in the brilliant and noble and powerfuhds of our culture. Instead He has placed it
in jars of clay, ordinary earthen vessels symbafiordinary, weak, foolish, and inadequate
human beings.

Why has God put something so important into suabilie, easily broken vessels? Well, he tells
us specifically why—“to show that this all-surpagspower is from God and not from us.” | like
Ray Stedman’s observation here regarding the ptvaeiis released when God turns on the light
in a human heart:

So often, in our time, power is used to tear thiagart, to blast, or explode, or
crush. But this transcendent power unites, gatheasnonizes. It breaks down walls of
partition and removes barriers. It does not makgesticial, external adjustments, but
works from within, producing permanent transforraati. Do you know any other power
like that? It's absolutely unrivale.

And this power is mediated, amazingly, through mady clay pots. This is the very same point
Paul makes in 1 Cor. 1:27-29: “God chose the fbdléngs of the world to shame the wise; God
chose the weak things of the world to shame tloagtrHe chose the lowly things of this world
and the despised things—and the things that aréaoullify the things that are, so that no one
may boast before him.” Paul’'s detractors at Corththught, “How can you hope to make an
impression with the Gospel unless the spokesmagdiins impressive?” But Paul saw God’s
clay pot plan as far superior, for it would guagaiast the danger that credit due to God would
go to one of His human instruments. Whenever we $tamking we're pretty important,
particularly gifted, eminently successful, it woddd wise to come back to this verse. We're all
really just jars of clay.

Heisknocked down but not knocked out. Paul is here concerned to show how the
grace of God is magnified when His human instrumeane at their weakest. You're very
familiar with the words of verse 8 and 9: “We aetpressed on every side, but not crushed;
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perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, buabahdoned; struck down, but not destroyed.”
Please note that these are not paradoxes thaayliBpll's perseverance and courage; rather
they are paradoxes that display God's power andigigace. God allows pressure and trial and
persecution in Paul’s life, but He puts limits tiem.’ Nothing can touch us that has not passed
through the hands of the heavenly Father.

Does God allow His servants to be hard-pressed?béduDoes He allow them to be crushed?
No way. Does He allow them to be perplexed? YdasnoDespairing? No; despair does not
come from Him. Persecuted? Sure! Abandoned? N&tastk down? Yes. Destroyed. No.

| like J. Philip Arthur’s words here:

Taken together, these four images tell us that Reasdl a hard-headed realist with
no romantic illusions about his service for Godr Fr@m depicting himself as a spiritual
superhero blazing a trail of success like a coneebss the first-century sky, Paul
portrayed himself as a groggy fighter reeling frarsuccession of near-lethal blows,
surprised to find himself still on his feet andestimat if he was still standing, it was only
by the grace of God.

The ultimate impact of the faithful servant leader. (10-12)

That impact is best expressed this way: As he éxpegs “the death of Jesus” (suffering), he
reveals the life of Jesus to unbelievers. Paulesgas the same idea in three consecutive
sentences in verses 10-12. Each begins with dedtlerads with life.

1. Verse 10: “We always carry around in our bodydleath of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus
may also be revealed in our body.”

2. Verse 11: “For we who are alive are always begirngn over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that
his life may be revealed in our mortal body.”

3. Verse 12: “So then, death is at work in us,libeiis at work in you.”

The essential point Paul is making in each of tlssgements is that the servant leader is
destined to undergo decay and death. Not onlywdlkuffer the normal effects of the aging
process, but in addition we can expect sufferimgs@cution, and even death for the sake of the
Gospel. These trials, however, can be spirituaibdpctive in the lives of others. As we accept
suffering and respond to it in godly ways, thosmiad us see Jesus and are drawn to Him. That
makes the hard times worthwhile. We have lost abmrrof dear friends over the past year here
at First Free, but the suffering they have endwrellihas impacted so many people for Christ.

Conclusion: Let me ask you something: Do you ever complaiGtal that He hasn’t given you
a better clay pot? Are you ever jealous of theestylcolor or shape of other pots you see

walking around? | think God wants us to get oursey# the jars of clay and onto the treasure
we carry in them. He has given us the light ofkhewledge of the glory of God in the face of



Christ, and He wants us to share that knowledge @itiers.

I. You'd be amazed at how the position descriptidegeloped by churches seeking Senior
Pastors have changed over the years, even in diaighurches. Whereas 30 years ago the
key assets churches were looking for were a mamegrity, a man of prayer, one who would
study and teach well and love people, now the fiensuch more on leadership issues—
coaching, mentoring, teamwork, motivational skidlgjculation of vision, and management
ability, etc. Of course, it doesn’t have to be eitbr; it should be both/and, but there’s only so
much time in a week, and the time that a pastandgpen administration and management
cannot be spent in the Word. In the process ofdinge, not surprisingly, | believe something
has been lost in many of these churches when iesdmbiblical literacy and holy living.

il. This is essentially the same thing taught @drinthians 2:14, 15: “The man without the
Spirit does not accept the things that come froenSpirit of God, for they are foolishness to
him, and hecannot understanthem, because they are spiritually discerned.” Dbissmean

that unbelievers cannot understand the words we Neeof course not. Does it mean they
cannot learn spiritual concepts and even spout tek? No, in fact, unbelievers have
tremendous intellectual capacity, even in regaritbbcal studies. One of the best technical
commentaries ever written on the Book of Galatiaas written by Ernest DeWitt Burton of the
University of Chicago, yet | doubt seriously thatwas born again. He could understand
exegesis but not the Gospel.

iii. Ray StedmanAuthentic Christianity124.

iv. Consider God’s ways with His servant Job. Talhidre end of his terrible ordeal Job, who has
endured the philosophical attempts of his so-cdhedds to explain his suffering, but who has
also engaged in some personal justification, iflehged by God to put up or shut up. Listen to
Job 38:1-11:

Who is this that darkens my counsel with wordsoutlknowledge? Brace
yourself like a man; | will question you, and ydak answer me.

Where were you when | laid the earth’s foundatide® me, if you understand.
Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you knowcésa) Who stretched a measuring
line across it? On what were its footings set, bovaid its cornerstone—while the
morning stars sang together and all the angels s&bior joy?

Who shut up the sea behind doors when it burdt fooim the womb, when |
made the clouds its garment and wrapped it in thi@kkness, when | fixed limits for it
and set its doors and bars in place, when | saithi$ far you may come and no farther;
here is where your proud waves halt’?

It is that last sentence | want to draw to youerstibn. We have seen the enormous power of
Hurricane Katrina, and the flooding of a major Aman city. The water seemed out of control,
but it wasn’t. God has fixed limits for the wavddlte sea, and He says regarding any trial that
faces His children. “This far you may come and axdtfer.”



