Of Ministry and Ministers #9

“The Power Paradox”

2 Corinthians 4:1-18

Years ago comedian Tim Allen built a routine on men and their love of power tools. He was able to turn that in part to a hit television series, Home Improvement. Yet man’s desire for power goes far beyond power tools.

The lust for power has been a characteristic of the human story ever since Adam and Eve were offered power in exchange for disobedience. Still today the pursuit of money, fame, and influence is a concealed drive for power. We see it in politics and in public life, in big business and industry, in entertainment and the media, and sadly even in the church and in parachurch organizations. Power! It is more intoxicating than alcohol, more addictive than drugs. It was Lord Acton, the nineteenth-century British politician, who composed the saying, “Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

Yet one of the overriding themes of the Bible—and of Paul’s letters to the Corinthians in particular—is power through weakness. In 1 Corinthians 1:24 he refers to Christ as “the power of God and the wisdom of God.” He goes on to write, 

For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength…. But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him. (1 Corinthians 1:25, 27-29)

This theme is continued in 2 Corinthians. With this “power paradox,” in which strength is made perfect in weakness and the foolishness of the world becomes the wisdom of God, none of us should be surprised that the ministry by which God reconciles the world to Himself is also characterized by paradox. In fact, in 2 Corinthians 4, Paul highlights the great paradox of God’s chosen messengers: The less these frail and fragile earthen vessels attract people to themselves, the more they display the glory of God.

The key theme of this section is repeated in 2 Corinthians 4:1 and 16: “We do not lose heart!” There were plenty of reasons for discouragement in Paul’s situation, yet the great apostle did not quit. What was it that kept him from fainting in the conflicts of life? He knew what he possessed in Jesus Christ! Instead of complaining about what he did not have, Paul rejoiced in what he did have; and you and I can do the same thing.

In 2 Corinthians 4 we see the power paradox in the life of God’s servant. While Paul is mainly referring to ministry and ministers in this passage, the truths we discover apply to all of God’s servants. God wants to display His power in our weakness.

The Fidelity of God’s Minister

The first truth in this passage is the fidelity of God’s minister. Verses 1-6 state,

Therefore, since through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we do not lose heart. Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God. And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing. The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For 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 the glory of God in the face of Christ. 

“Therefore, seeing we have this kind of ministry” is the literal translation of what Paul wrote. What kind of ministry? The kind described in the previous chapter: a glorious ministry that brings men life, salvation, and righteousness; a ministry that is able to transform men’s lives. This ministry is a gift—we receive it from God. It is given to us because of God’s mercy, not because of anything we are or we have done. Because of that, we can stay encouraged amid adversity, opposition, and conflict.

The way you look at your ministry helps to determine how you will fulfill it. If you look on serving Christ as a burden instead of a privilege, you will be a drudge and do only what is required of you. Some people even look on service as a punishment from God. When Paul considered the fact that he was a minister of Jesus Christ, he was overwhelmed by the grace and mercy of God. His positive attitude toward the ministry had some practical consequences in his life: It kept him from being a quitter (v. 1); it kept him from being a deceiver (vv. 2–4); it kept him from being a self-promoter (vv. 5–6).

However severe the opposition or intense the conflict, Paul is ever urged forward by the exhilaration of the task committed to him of making known Christ as the Mediator of the new covenant. For him who ministers the eternal riches of the gospel there can be no question of abandoning the struggle.
 When we come to terms with God’s amazing love for us, expressed through His mercy toward us, we will have consistent stability.

In verse two Paul defines his ministry first in negative terms and then in positive ones: “Rather, we have renounced secret and shameful ways; we do not use deception, nor do we distort the word of God.” The term translated “deception” is also used in 2 Corinthians 11:3, where Paul writes that, “Eve was deceived by the serpent’s cunning.” Paul asserts that there was no attempt to deceive by cunning in his preaching of the gospel, “nor do we distort the word of God.” The verb translated “distort,” found only here in the New Testament, is used elsewhere as the dilution of wine.

Positively Paul asserts, “On the contrary, by setting forth the truth plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God.” Unlike many popular preachers and teachers today, Paul refused to rely on cleverness, wit, and charm to woo people into the kingdom. He had no place for gimmicks and tricks in order to get results. He refused to play on people’s emotions. Rather, Paul relied upon the unadulterated word of God to do its work. Paul’s strategy might appear quaint compared to that of the glitz and glamour preachers we have today. He simply presented the plain, unvarnished truth of the gospel, depending on the Spirit of God to do His work through His Word.

There is a constant temptation in the ministry to preach what people want to hear rather than what they need to hear. Sermons that confront a congregation with their spiritual shortcomings do not usually result in a pat on the back. Instead, they quite often yield criticism and hostility. To preach in a way that serves Christ and not people’s egos takes courage.

Verse 3 hints at one of the criticisms leveled against the apostle: If Paul was such a faithful teacher of the Word, then why did not more people believe his message? True, Paul’s plain preaching of the truth did not always result in massive numbers of converts or impressive emotional responses from his listeners. Once again, don’t judge success by the results! Paul explains in verse 4 that the mind of the lost sinner is blinded by Satan, and fallen man finds it easier to believe lies than to believe truth.

Even though Satan has blinded the hearts and minds of unbelievers, authentic ministers of the gospel need to proclaim the truth, steering clear of manipulation and guilt-inducing tactics that do not produce real, permanent results. Only the conviction of the Holy Spirit through the Word of God can bring about a change of heart.
 

Paul realizes that the spread of Christianity is no intellectual game. It is a spiritual battle. There is a very real foe, “the god of this world,” opposing Christ every step of the way. Paul is clear that people are “perishing” without his gospel, and here he echoes the uncompromising teaching of the whole of the New Testament. Men are either being saved or lost, they are either wheat or tares, either on the broad way or the narrow, either in Christ or not. There is no middle ground.

It is not our job to do spiritual heart surgery; only God can accomplish that. Therefore, manipulative methods and tactics should never be part of our ministry method. Rather, we should let the Spirit do His work through the Word.
 It is not given to us to open the eyes of the blind. Only God the Creator can open eyes the devil has blinded. So Paul takes us back to the beginning of Genesis and reminds us that into the primeval darkness God’s voice rang out, “Let there be light.” Just as in creation God said, “Let there be light,” so in the new creation God has shone in our hearts.

Isn’t that a relief? Knowing that the salvation of the lost is not dependent upon our abilities or knowledge or style takes the pressure off of us. God wants us to be faithful and leave the results to Him. This is the fidelity of God’s minister.

The Frailty of God’s Minister

Second, Paul highlights the frailty of God’s minister in verses 7-12,

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us. 8 We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; 9 persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. 10 We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body. 11 For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. 12 So then, death is at work in us, but life is at work in you. 

In verse 7 Paul introduces the heart of the matter—something he has touched on lightly in the previous verses. Every believer is the recipient of a priceless treasure: the message of the gospel.
 From the glory of the new creation, Paul moves to the frailty of the vessel. The believer is simply a “jar of clay”; it is the treasure within the vessel that gives the vessel its value.

Earthenware vessels were a commonplace in virtually every home in the ancient world. They were inexpensive and easily broken. Unlike metal vessels (which could be repaired) or glass ones (which could be melted down and the material reused), once broken, earthenware vessels had to be discarded. Paul may have had in mind the small earthenware oil lamps sold so cheaply in the marketplace. If so, “the light of the gospel” would be the treasure, while the ministers in their frailty would be the earthenware lamps from whom the light was made to shine in the world.

Think about this: God could have displayed His light through angels, direct visions and dreams, or even through personal divine revelations to each individual. Yet God, for His own purposes, has decided to reveal the treasure through us. Us! Some days I wake up and wonder, “Why, God? Why us? Why me?” Considering our frailties, fallenness, and outright folly, it’s a fair question. Let’s face it: When Paul likens us to “earthen vessels,” in some ways he is being optimistic! We should be honored and humbled in the extreme to be included in God’s plan to preserve and proclaim His priceless message. Yet somehow in the process we often forget the “clay pot” reality.

Ministry must focus on the treasure and not on the vessel. Paul was not afraid of suffering or trial, because he knew that God would guard the vessel so long as Paul was guarding the treasure. God permits trials, God controls trials, and God uses trials for His own glory. God is glorified through weak vessels.

“How is this possible?” you may wonder. God uses what is fragile so that there is no mistaking the origin of the vessel’s power. The Greek dynamis is the term from which we derive our English word “dynamite.” The Gospel of Jesus Christ is not merely a message that confronts the mind but an explosive power by which the Holy Spirit turns a person’s life upside down.
 

Paul is speaking here primarily of himself and his ministry. But the great truth he is affirming is applicable to every genuine servant of Christ. In all their abject weakness and in every crushing affliction Christians are not only conquerors but, “more than conquerors” by virtue of the all-transcending grace and love of God. It is precisely the Christian’s utter frailty which lays him open to the experience of the all-sufficiency of God’s grace, so that he is able even to rejoice because of his weakness—something that astonishes and baffles the world, which thinks only in terms of human ability.

The general principle in verse 7 is illustrated in verses 8-9 by a series of four paradoxical statements: “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed.” He details these experiences in 2 Corinthians 11:23–33.
 In speaking of being “afflicted” he refers to those pressures’ that impinge on him for being a Christian. Being “perplexed” means a feeling of being “cornered.” He says he is “persecuted” or “hounded,” doubtless on account of his ministry. Finally, he confesses to being “struck down,” which probably means, in our language, “depressed.”
 We are sometimes, as William Barclay puts it, “at our wit’s end but never at our hope’s end.” We are, so to speak, “knocked down but not knocked out.”

Truth is, Christ is never more visible in us than when others can find no other explanation for our hope and endurance through trials than His sustaining, strengthening inner work. When the clay pots are worn, chipped, or cracked, then the glorious treasure can shine through.

There is an important lesson here. The Corinthians, like many Christians today, believed that adversity was inconsistent with the Spirit-filled Christian life, let alone with the gospel ministry. Paul’s opponents claimed that God manifests His power through the working of signs, wonders and miracles. Paul, on the other hand, maintained that God’s power is able to make itself known most effectively through hardship and distress. This is a hard message for the twenty-first century mindset. We like to be in control of our circumstances and operate from a position of strength.

Sometimes God permits our vessels to be jarred so that some of the treasure will spill out and enrich others. Suffering reveals not only the weakness of man but also the glory of God. Paul presented a series of paradoxes in this paragraph: earthen vessels—power of God; the dying of Jesus—the life of Jesus; death working—life working. The natural mind can’t understand this kind of spiritual truth and therefore can’t understand why Christians triumph over suffering.

We find hope in knowing that to be at the end of man’s resources is not to be at the end of God’s resources.
 The frailty of God’s ministers simply allows the power and glory of God to shine through them to the outside world.
The Faith of God’s Minister

Finally we see the faith of God’s minister in verses 13-18,

It is written: “I believed; therefore I have spoken.” With that same spirit of faith we also believe and therefore speak, because we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in his presence. 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. Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.
Paul quotes the Hebrew Scriptures in verse 13; specifically Psalm 116:10. It is fitting that he should quote from this psalm as it is a song of thanks for deliverance from death.
 Perhaps he uses the excerpt to point to the entire psalm, much like Jesus did on the cross when He quoted Psalm 22:1, a psalm prophesying His death in amazing detail.
 So far from having lost heart, as his critics claim, his recent experience of deliverance from death has strengthened Paul’s faith, and because of this he writes, “we…speak (the Greek implies ‘continue to speak’) the word of God.” 

We may not face the prospect of death on a regular basis as Paul did. Yet every day we are getting older. And every day we are nearing the end of our earthly lives. From the world’s point of view, this is not only frustrating and discouraging but downright tragic and depressing. But not so for believers in Jesus Christ, who is “the resurrection and the life.” Without Christ, the outer person and this present mortal life are all we have; to lose them is to lose everything. But with Christ, our inner person is being renewed, restored, refreshed, awakened, and strengthened by the Holy Spirit every day.

This leads to verses 16-18, where again we find a series of extreme contrasts, or paradoxes.
 Outwardly we are deteriorating; inwardly we are being renewed. Our light, temporary troubles are nothing compared with the eternal glory that outweighs them all. There is a play on words here that is easy to overlook. The phrase is literally, “an eternal weight of weights.” The term for glory (doxa) is used in the Septuagint to render Hebrew words with the root meaning, “weighty” or “heavy.” The noun baros, translated in the niv by the verb outweighs, refers to a burden or heavy load. The trouble that Paul endures is producing a burden of a different sort, one that weighs in at an extraordinarily high figure. Far outweighs means all out of proportion or to the nth degree. This weight of glory is something all out of proportion in duration (eternal) and substance (“heavy load”) to the troubles we now experience.

This is the secret to a Christian’s motivation for authentic ministry vision: We refuse to be discouraged because of the present circumstances. Let’s face it: “The things which are seen” in this world disturb us. They will drag us down, distract us, steal our focus away from Christ, cause us to spend our time on frivolous things instead of the things of the kingdom, and blind us to a clear ministry vision. When our focus shifts to the things that are unseen, however—the glorious future we have in the restoration of the world under the eternal rule of Christ—then everything else gets placed in its proper perspective.
 The key to the victorious Christian life is all in one’s perspective.

Verse 18 concludes, “So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen.” The verb translated “fix our eyes” means, “to concentrate one’s attention upon” some object.
 It requires focus and concentration not to be distracted by the happenings of our temporary life. As we closed our last study with the words of the classic chorus,
Turn your eyes upon Jesus, 

Look full in His wonderful face,

And the things of earth will grow strangely dim 

In the light of His glory and grace.

The world measures worth in terms of power and ability. As Christians we must resist the temptation to adopt this mentality. Throughout Scripture we see that God works best through the weakest vessels, so that His glory shines through.

Do you want to let your light shine before others? Make an impact at work? Reach your community? Then take the lid off your jar of clay and let the light of the glory of the gospel of Christ shine out of and through even the cracks of your broken life.
 Embrace your weakness, your brokenness. Those are the very things that allow the glory of God to shine through us.
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