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2 Corinthians Series No.7 

2 Corinthians 4:1-18 – “Treasure in Jars of Clay” 
Introduction 

Our passage this morning contains a vivid illustration. 
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.” 

 
J.B. Phillips paraphrases it like this: 
 “This priceless treasure we hold, so to speak, is in common earthenware  
 – to show that the splendid power of it belongs to God and not to us.” 
 
The Message puts it like this: 

“We carry this message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordinary lives. 
That’s to prevent anyone from confusing God’s incomparable power with us.” 

 
As we saw last Sunday from the previous passage – It’s only God who can do the 
saving. The power to save the lives of men and women belongs to Him; not to us! 
 
We cannot cause any unbeliever to even have an anxious thought about their sin, 
or their need for repentance, or their need of God’s salvation. It is all down to Him!  
 
And yet to prove this point, to constantly remind us of this point, and to show it to 
the watching world, God has placed this great treasure of the Gospel in the simple 
clay pots of our lives! We are nothing; He is everything! The power belongs to him; 
the weakness is ours. Here again we have the theme of 2 Corinthians coming 
through loud and clear.  

“God’s power is made perfect in our weakness!” 
 
This was first mentioned back in ch.1:8-11a.  
It’s mentioned again here in 4:7-12,  
And it will be crystallised even further in 12:7-10. 
 This is the message of 2 Corinthians:  
 ‘God’s power is made perfect through our weakness.’ 
 
The amazing thing is that God could have saved the whole world by himself.  
He doesn’t need us; yet He chooses to work through us as His agents in the world.  
 
Look at 2 Corinthians 5:20-6:1. God has chosen to call other people to repentance 
through our lives and through our witness. We are God’s fellow-workers.  
We are “labourers together with God.”  
 
But here in ch.4:7ff we see that God has chosen to demonstrate His amazing 
power to save, through the human weakness of us, as His earthly vessels.  

He does this so that it will be obvious that the power doesn’t come from us;  
But that the power obviously comes from what He has placed in us.  
 

1. So what is this priceless treasure that God has placed within us? 
 

Well if you go back to verses 3-4, we find that Paul is actually talking about the 
Gospel. He mentions the Gospel twice in those verses: 
 
 “Our Gospel is veiled to those who are perishing.”(v.3) 
 “They cannot see the light of the Gospel of the glory of Christ,  
 who is the image of God.” (v.4) 
 And so it is the Gospel that Paul is talking about when in v.6 he refers to,  
 “The light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.” 

 
And of course this makes sense, since in other places Paul says that,  
 “The Gospel… is the power of God for the salvation of every one who 
 believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” (Romans 1:16). 
 
So this priceless treasure that God has placed in our hearts from the moment of 
our conversion is the Gospel itself. He has deposited it there, but he doesn’t want it 
to stay there. He wants us to pass it on, to share it with others who still need to 
hear it, and who still need to be changed by it. They’ll not be changed by any 
power that we possess, but they will be changed by God - the One who has placed 
this all-surpassing power of the Gospel within us. 
 
So this priceless, valuable, all-surpassing treasure that God has placed within our 
hearts as believers is His Gospel – The Good News that we can know God 
through trusting in Jesus Christ, His Son, and all that He accomplished for us on 
the cross. 
 

2. But in what sense has it been placed in weak earthenware vessels? 
 

 What are these “jars of clay” that the NIV speaks of? 
 Or this “common earthenware” as JB Phillips puts it? 
 Or these “unadorned clay pots” as The Message has it? 
 
Well whether you like it or not, these phrases are referring to your bodies, and 
mine! 
 
So ladies if you spent a long time putting the make-up on this morning, you’ll not 
take too kindly to being called common earthenware, or an unadorned clay pot! 
 
But think about it for a minute, ever since the beginning of time we should have 
known that that’s all we were. Didn’t God form Adam’s body from the dust of the 
ground, didn’t He say to him, “For dust you are and to dust you will return!”? 



We were all made out of the clay - we are just frail children of the dust, nothing 
more and nothing less. And yet - God has chosen to place His most valuable 
possession – The Good News of His Son – into our lives as His vessels.  
 
But as common earthenware pots, jars of clay, we’re very brittle and easily broken. 
And sometimes God has to break us in order to use us in His service.  
 
Sometimes it’s only as we are broken, that we can then totally depend on God, 
and then God blesses us, to prove that the victory has come from Him, and not 
from us.  
 
We get a picture of this very truth in the OT, in the story of Gideon (Judges 7):  
 
When God told Gideon and his men to go out and fight against the Midianites, at 
first Gideon had 32,000 men. God told him he had far too many (7:2).  
 
“In order that Israel may not boast against me that her own strength has saved her, 
announce now to the people, ‘Anyone who trembles with fear may turn back and 
leave Mount Gilead’.”  
 
So 22,000 men left and 10,000 remained. But God said there were still too many 
men (v.4), so down at the river side, depending on how they drank the water, God 
whittled them down again until only the 300 men that lapped the water up like a 
dog were left (v.7).  Now 300 men were a very weak army against the might of the 
Midianite army, and yet God was going to demonstrate His power through them 
that day and give them the victory over their enemies the Midianites. 
 
But there’s another parallel between this story and our passage in 2 Corinthians 4.  
In Judges 7:16-21 Gideon divided the 300 men into 3 groups of 100 each (v.16).  
Then he gave them each a trumpet and an earthenware jar or a clay pot, and 
inside each pot was a torch. (Read vs.16-21) That’s all the weapons they had to 
fight the Midianites – a trumpet, a clay jar and a torch. But they had to break the 
clay jars before the victory was won. Likewise God has placed the powerful light of 
the Gospel of the glory of Christ into each one of our lives as earthenware vessels, 
but sometimes we have to be broken, before God can take that light of the Gospel, 
and shine it out to bring salvation to those still in darkness all around us.   
 
But we don’t like that, as Christians, do we? We spend most of our time as 
Christians, trying to show that we’ve got our lives all together. That we’ve no 
problems. That our faith in God has put us on a higher plane, and we get through 
life quite alright. And we give the impression that we’ve got it all together! 
 
We haven’t! And it’s time to be honest about that. It’s only when we show our 
brokenness, that God can use us to reach others. Are you struggling this morning? 
Are you finding life difficult this morning? Well then, its time to be real, its time to 

be honest, it’s time to let our guard down, and be like those clay pots that are 
cracked and broken, instead of trying to make out that we’ve got it all together! 
It’s only when we’re broken, that the light of the Gospel within us can shine out to 
others. It’s only when we’re broken, that the grace of God can shine through, and 
let others see in a tangible way, the difference that God really does make to us. 
 
I love reading the life stories of William Carey and Hudson Taylor. I would really 
encourage you to read them too. – They were pioneer missionaries to India and 
China (c.200 years ago).  
There’s no doubt about it, they saw tremendous success as hundreds and 
thousands of people who had never heard the Gospel before, got saved through 
their witness and preaching. But what is often not told is the amount of brokenness 
that had to come into those men’s lives before they saw that success: 
 
William Carey buried two wives and a four-year-old child in India before he ever 
saw a breakthrough. As a family, they faced many illnesses and came near to 
starvation on many occasions. 
 
Hudson Taylor also buried two wives and two children before he died at the age of 
73. They survived many riots in China as they preached the Gospel, and he too 
was ill on many occasions, and was even paralysed from the waist down for a 
while, as the result of a fall on one of his many missionary journeys in China.  
 
The clay jars of their lives were certainly weak, and often broken, before they saw 
the Lord use their ministries in such remarkable ways to bring the Gospel to those 
two vast nations: India & China. And yet do we think it should be different for us!?  
 
We as Christians in the West in all our materialism expect that we can have easy 
lives, free from hurt and pain, and yet see God’s blessing in our churches and on 
our ministries for him. (We have imbibed a form of health, wealth and prosperity!) 
 
But we forget this principle that we find here in 2 Corinthians 4:7. If we want to see 
great blessing in our church and on our ministries and witness for the Lord then we 
must remember that we have this Gospel treasure in jars of clay. Why?  
 

“To show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us!” 
 
Only when our weakness and brokenness is seen, does all the glory go to God - 
and not to us. Only then is all the power seen as coming from God and not from 
us. God must get the glory or else there will be no real lasting fruit from our labour. 
 
How did Paul know this weakness and brokenness?  
 
Well he didn’t get it easy! (See 4:8-12) (6:3-10) (11:23-31). 
The false teachers never experienced that. The true preacher of the Gospel did! 



The true servant of God may have to endure much for the Lord if he is to see 
success, but as J.B. Phillips puts it again in his paraphrase of ch.4 (vs.8-11): 
  
 “We are hard-pressed on all sides, but we are never frustrated;  
 we are puzzled, but never in despair.  
 We are persecuted, but are never deserted:  
 We may be knocked down, but we are never knocked out!” 
 
Is that how you feel this morning? ‘Knocked down, but not knocked out!’ 
 
Back in 1Corinthians 10:12-13 Paul said this: 

 
‘So if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!                  

No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; 
He will not let you be tempted (or tested) beyond what you can bear. But when you 

are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.’ 
 

So in this life as Christians, it’s not going to be all plain sailing.  
If you’re a Christian this morning, trying to stand up for the Lord and what you 
believe is true in the Gospel, then you need to expect a difficult time.  
Lots of ups and downs. Often you’ll experience brokenness in this life.  
But when you do, God will allow the Gospel to shine through your life to others. 
 

3. But how will all this be reversed in the future? 
 

According to 2 Cor.4:13-15 Paul had one over-riding conviction in his life. And it 
was this: Just as God had raised Jesus Christ from the dead, so likewise one day 
this same God will raise him up with Jesus, and present him, together with all other 
believers, in His presence. In other words, this life is not the end! It’s only the 
beginning! Despite all the trials and tribulations he had to endure in this life, Paul 
was able to look on ahead to the resurrection, when everything would be put right! 
 
John Piper in his book “Let the Nations be glad – The supremacy of God in 
Missions” (1993, p.75) says this:  
 

“Jesus gives us the assurance that if we will follow him to Golgotha during all the 
Good Fridays of this life, we will also rise with him on the last Easter day of the 
Resurrection. ‘Whoever loses his life for my sake and the Gospel’s will save it.’ 

(Mark 8:35).” 
 
So Paul says in v.16 “Therefore we do not lose heart.”  We don’t lose heart! 
This is a statement that takes us right back to the beginning of the chapter (v.1)  

“Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, 
We do not lose heart.” 

Here again in v.16 he says, “Therefore we do not lose heart.” 

And he goes on to tell us why he might have had cause to lose heart:  
 
1. Outwardly he was physically wasting away as a result of all the trials he had 
been through. 
 
2. He was facing many troubles as part and parcel of his service for God. 
 
3. If he fixed his eyes only on the things of this world, it could certainly get him 
down. 
 
But in the light of the truth of the resurrection he saw everything differently: 
 
1. Though outwardly, and physically he was wasting away, yet inwardly he was 
being renewed day by day. (v.16) 
 
2. Though his troubles as we have seen from those 3 lists were many, yet in the 
light of his coming resurrection he could see them as light and momentary (v.17), 
because they were in fact achieving for him an eternal glory that far outweighed 
them all! God would more than make it up to him, in the life that is still to come! 
 
3. And though the things of the present were pressing in on him, if he could just fix 
his eyes on what was unseen, not on what was all around him, he could remember 
that what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal, so it’s far more 
important! (v.18) 
 
Conclusion 
 
Whatever the servant of God has to face in this life, it is made worth it all when he 
bears v.15 in mind: “All this 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.” 
  
We serve the Lord, not for our own glory, but for the glory of God; not for our own 
benefit, but so that the grace of God will reach more and more people who are still 
lost and outside of Christ.  
 
If we want to see advance in God’s Kingdom, we need to be aware that there is a 
price to pay, and we need to be prepared to pay that price as we serve the Lord.  
 
But as we keep eternity in view, and put our troubles in perspective, we’ll realise: 
 

It will be worth it all when we see Jesus! 
One look on his dear face, 

All sorrow will erase, 
It will be worth it all when we see the Lord! 

 


