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“Jars of Clay” II Cor. 4:1-11 9/29/13 

 While I was on vacation last Sunday, I worshiped at my former church 

outside of Richmond, VA.  A member of the congregation, Robbie Dobson, 

did the children’s message.  She brought a toolbox with her and showed 

the children some different kinds of tools- a hammer, screwdriver, saw, etc.  

I brought a few of my tools this morning.  Anyway, Robbie noted that each 

kind of tool is designed for a specific purpose.  For example, if you wanted 

to tighten up your reading glasses, you would not use a power drill; you 

would use a small Jeweler’s screwdriver.  Robby told the children that each 

one of us is like a tool that Jesus can use.  That God has made each of us 

with different abilities to accomplish his purposes.  I thought it was a pretty 

good object lesson and message, very similar to what the Apostle Paul has 

to say about spiritual gifts. 

 But then I thought about the passage I am preaching on today, II Cor. 

4, which complicates that simple message.  If I understand the passage 

correctly, it doesn’t deny that we are like tools to be used by Jesus, but it 

adds the distressing fact that we are all broken tools!  We are hammers 

with shattered handles.  Screwdrivers with the points worn down.  Dull 

saws and machetes.  Such tools would appear to be much good, would 

they? 

 Let’s look at the passage together.  The first few verses of this 

section contain Paul’s responses to criticism about his ministry.  
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Therefore, since it is by God’s mercy that we are engaged in this ministry, 

we do not lose heart. 2We have renounced the shameful things that one 

hides; we refuse to practice cunning or to falsify God’s word; but by the 

open statement of the truth we commend ourselves to the conscience of 

everyone in the sight of God. 3And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to 

those who are perishing. 4In their case the god of this world has blinded the 

minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel 

of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 5For we do not proclaim 

ourselves; we proclaim Jesus Christ as Lord and ourselves as your slaves 

for Jesus’ sake. 6For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of 

darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge 

of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. (II Cor. 4:1-6) 

 Paul had planted the church in Corinth, Greece.  He stayed with them 

for about 18 months and then went on to establish other churches.  (You 

can read about his ministry in Corinth in Acts 18.)  He stayed in touch with 

them by letter, writing at least four times to them.  We have two of those 

letters in our New Testament, I and II Corinthians.  The church at Corinth 

was a deeply troubled church, plagued by divisions, immorality and outright 

heresy.  Other teachers had come after Paul left and led many astray, often 

casting aspersions on Paul’s initial work.  Paul seems to be addressing 

some of their criticisms in these verses. 
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 He begins by asserting that he is an apostle, not because of any 

greatness on his part, but because he was called by God to this ministry.  

As such, he has refrained from any kind of manipulation or underhanded 

approaches.  He proclaimed God’s Word directly, not holding back from the 

uncomfortable parts.  (By the way, it’s always a temptation for preachers to 

soften some of the hard teachings of the Bible.  Or, we can be tempted to 

twist the Scripture to make it saw what we want it to say.  I really don’t want 

to do that, so please let me know if you think I am!)  Anyway, Paul gave 

them the Word of God in a straightforward way! 

 In the second two verses, he deals with the fact that some people 

have not responded to his ministry.  Apparently, Paul was criticized for this.  

He responds by pointing out that there are forces of evil in the world 

working to counter the light of the gospel and that sometimes these forces 

prevail.  It didn’t mean that there was anything wrong with his ministry or 

with the gospel he preached.  In fact, Jesus made the same point about 

people’s varied responses to the gospel in his parable about the farmer and 

the soils. 

 In verses 5 & 6, he reminds them that the gospel is not about Paul 

and his fellow-workers; it is about God and the work God has done through 

Jesus Christ.  Even if Paul is deeply flawed, as his detractors have 

charged, that doesn’t change the truth of the gospel and its power to 

change lives.  
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 With that background, we move to the main theme of my sermon- 

the idea of broken tools with which we began.  7But we have this treasure 

in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power 

belongs to God and does not come from us. (II Cor. 4:7)  I think this is a 

wonderful verse, which can give hope and encouragement to every one of 

us!  Let’s look at it in a little more detail. 

 Paul says that we have “this treasure” in clay jars.  What does he 

mean by “this treasure?”  I think it is the gospel, the Good News that God 

loves us and has demonstrated that love through the life, death, and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Through him our sins have been forgiven and 

we’ve been made right with God.  That’s the treasure that we have, a 

supremely valuable commodity.  But he says that the treasure is in clay 

jars.  What does that mean?  In Paul’s time, clay jars were widely used to 

hold liquids like water or wine, but not for more valuable fluids like medical 

ointments or perfume.  Clay jars were common and functional, but they 

were also subject to breakage and leakage, so you would only store 

common liquids in them, not valuable ones. 

 When I was in college in Philadelphia (before I got kicked out of the 

Bible College there), I worked part-time at a jewelry store down on 

Jeweler’s Row, near 5th and Ransom St.  I mostly did stock work and 

cleaning, but one of my jobs was to take diamonds and other valuable 

gems to the Post Office, insure them and mail them out via registered mail.  
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I would stuff tens of thousands of dollars worth of jewels in my backpack 

and walk to the Post Office a number of blocks away, feeling very nervous, 

but attempting to look like I was just out for a stroll.  The owner of the store 

told me he used me for this task because who would suspect a young 

college student of carrying such value in his beat-up backpack?  I was a 

walking jar of clay! 

 OK.  The gospel has been entrusted to us jars of clay.  But what 

exactly does it mean that we are clay jars?  Well, like real clay jars, we are 

physically vulnerable.  We get injured, become ill, and eventually, we all 

die.  We are also emotionally fragile, some of us prone to maladies ranging 

from depression to narcissism.  We have character flaws- we lie, deceive, 

gossip, engage in immoral sexual activity, and are stingy in our giving.  

Think of King David in the Old Testament.  If you read the Psalms, you 

know that David had a deep relationship with God, but he was undone by 

sexual sin that he attempted to cover up by committing murder!  We are all 

jars of clay, morally- ordinary and flawed, yet God has chosen to entrust 

the treasure of the gospel to us.   

 Why? “so that it may be clear that this extraordinary power belongs to 

God and does not come from us.” (II Cor. 4:7b)  Paul regards our very 

ordinariness as a good thing, since it makes it clear to everyone that the 

power of the Gospel- and it is powerful enough to profoundly change the 
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human heart and whole societies- so that it is clear to everyone that the 

power of the gospel doesn’t come from us, but from God. 

 He continues that thought.  We are afflicted in every way, but not 

crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9persecuted, but not 

forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10always carrying in the body the 

death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our 

bodies. (II Cor. 4:8-10) 

 Paul and his co-workers were not escaping the normal trials of life 

just because they were Christians, carriers of God’s treasure.  In fact, they 

were enduring some additional trials because of their ministry!  Three of the 

verbs he uses here have to do with things that were done to them- 

“afflicted,” “persecuted,” and “struck down.”  But none of these things 

defeated them, because the power of the risen Christ was within them.  

One translation of the last phrase is “We are knocked down, but not 

knocked out!” which sums up the whole thing pretty well.  The other verb, 

“perplexed,” reminds us that even the apostles went through times when 

they just didn’t understand the hardships that they were experiencing as 

they tried to follow God in their lives.  So we shouldn’t be surprised when 

we find ourselves confused and even baffled over the hard things we are 

dealing with.  It just means that we are human- jars of clay.  And we are 

called to persevere through the difficult times. 
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 For Paul, being a clay jar- being a fallible, vulnerable, limited human 

being- is actually a blessing as far the gospel is concerned.  For it is in our 

weakness that God’s power can be best shown. 

 Chuck Colson (who died last year) was a high-powered Washington 

D.C. attorney who served as Special Counsel to President Richard Nixon.  

But Colson became involved in the cover-up of the Watergate scandal.  He 

was convicted of his crimes, and served time in a federal prison.  Through 

this experience he became a strong Christian and dedicated the remainder 

of his life to serving Christ, primarily through prison work, founding Prison 

Fellowship ministry.  He wrote this, “The great paradox of my life is that 

every time I walk into a prison and see the faces of men or women who 

have been transformed by the power of the living God, I realize that the 

thing God has chosen to use in my life… is none of the successes, 

achievements, degrees, awards, honors, or cases I won before the 

Supreme Court.  That’s not what God is using in my life.  What God is 

using in my life to touch the lives of literally thousands of other people is the 

fact that I was a convict and went to prison.  That was my great defeat, the 

only thing in my life I didn’t succeed in.”  Chuck Colson was a jar of clay 

that God used powerfully. 

 And each one of us are clay jars in which God places the treasure of 

the gospel.  You may have physical disabilities or weakness, you may 

struggle with addictions, you may have failed morally in spectacular ways, 
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your temperament may push you toward grumpiness or an inability to 

change, your insecurities may cause you to lash out at others or draw back 

in yourself when others need your help.  You get the point.  Clay jars.  But 

God can wants to use you anyway, and he will!  He may even use your 

weaknesses!  Look for opportunities to share the gospel with others.  Look 

for ways to help others in need.  Look for ways to financially support God’s 

work.  Look for ways to participate in God’s work in this place.  Act, 

knowing that God will use you- clay jar that you are- to bring his treasure to 

others. 


