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7 But 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. 8We 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. 11For while we 
live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may 
be made visible in our mortal flesh. 12So death is at work in us, but life in you.  

13 But just as we have the same spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripture—‘I 
believed, and so I spoke’—we also believe, and so we speak, 14because we know that 
the one who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus, and will bring us with 
you into his presence. 15Yes, everything is for your sake, so that grace, as it extends to 
more and more people, may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God.  

 

 
What would you do if you knew the outcome would be in your favor? What would 

you do if you knew you couldn’t lose? Chances are, you would invest in the risky stock. 

You would close the business deal even though the due diligence was incomplete. You 

would bet on the Cowboys to beat the Patriots this afternoon. You would ask out the 

cute girl in your engineering class. When you know things are going to work out for you, 

the upside is tremendous. 

The fact is, when we know things are going to turn out well, it changes our behavior. 

For instance, if you knew your kid had a full ride to Harvard, you might spend her college 

savings on a summer vacation. If those of you who are MSU students knew you had a 

guaranteed job after graduation, you might not study for that final with the same tenacity 

and resolve. If you knew your church was going to grow without you having to invite 

anyone, or give of yourself in any way, you might be content to simply let your Advent 

cards sit on your kitchen counters. 
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Unfortunately, life doesn’t work that way…at least for most of us. There’s the 

possibility that the stock market crashes. There’s the possibility we missed the key detail 

that the company we’re doing business with is being sued. There’s the possibility that Dak 

Prescott could go down and, with him, the Cowboys’ chance of winning. There’s the 

possibility the cute girl says “no.” Worse, there’s the possibility the whole class hears her 

say “no” to you. And we let these fears and these circumstances surrounding us, change 

our behavior, too. The risk factor in nearly everything we do limits our boldness. 

Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians is filled with story-after-story about how 

circumstances change behaviors…and not always for the good. The Corinthian Christians 

gave their founding pastor, Paul, more trouble than all his other churches put together. 

No sooner did Paul get one problem straightened out in Corinth than three more 

appeared. As Eugene Peterson notes, anyone operating under the naïve presumption that 

joining a Christian church is a good way to meet all the best people and cultivate smooth 

social relations, a reading of Paul’s Corinthian correspondence is the prescribed cure.i 

While it’s not as dry as the Old Testament book of Numbers or 1 & 2 Chronicles, this 

letter of Paul’s can be tough to read. Much of 2 Corinthians features Paul ranting and 

raving against his foes who have been badmouthing him. And when he’s not doing that, 

Paul is often describing a boatload of issues he is dealing with – woes, travails, 

shipwrecks, beatings, and a mysterious thorn in his flesh.ii We hear of how he often spent 

the night along the side of the road as he traveled about, and about his dependence on 

others for basic survival. The fact is, Paul was in a unique position. He knew what he was 

missing. Back in his Pharisee phase, Saul’s star had been on the rise, likely accompanied 

by no small amount of perks and pleasant things. But, following an encounter with Jesus 

on the road to Damascus, Saul-turned-Paul was a now rising star for Jesus, and the results 

were anything but perks. (Hoezee). Paul’s life as an apostle of Jesus Christ was not an 

illustration of a health and wealth gospel. Instead, by the time he’s writing this second 

letter to the Corinthians, we get a picture of a man on the brink. 
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Verse eight of our scripture lesson this morning gives us Paul’s hardship list. He 

describes himself as afflicted, perplexed, persecuted, and struck down. Said another way, 

he’s been surrounded and battered by trouble. He’s been at his wits end, unsure about 

what to do. He’s been spiritually terrorized. He’s been thrown down time-and-time again. 

Some of you can relate. Perhaps you have your own catalog of hardship. Maybe you’ve 

dealt with debilitating illness. Maybe you’ve been on the brink of bankruptcy. Maybe 

you’ve got a millennial living in your house who has failed to launch. Maybe you’ve been 

passed over for a promotion. Maybe your family gatherings are more family drama than 

family reunion. And maybe, like Paul, you know what you are missing, because you have 

been on the fortunate side of these hardships in the past. 

And hardships don’t have to be dramatic to be hardships. For some of you here this 

morning, your hardships may not be bankruptcy or a millennial living down the hall, but 

it might be routinely having to work overtime. It might be constantly finding yourself 

double-booked. It might be stress and overwhelm and being stretched too thin. It might 

be trying too hard to be the perfect mom or perfect teacher or perfect boss or perfect 

golfer. Even our quest for perfection can be a hardship. 

So just what or who are we doing those things for? What difference does it make if we 

say no to a social event? Who are we trying to impress? Whose life are we trying to 

change? 

Many times we can’t answer that. At least in Paul’s case, it was clear about why he was 

enduring the various hardships that had been cast upon him. Paul was doing things for 

Jesus’ sake, and as a result, he was being challenged – physically, emotionally, and even 

spiritually. Yet, in writing about these challenges, Paul wanted to make something clear. 

His “A but not yet B” list of hardships were designed to paint a picture of considerable, 

but not totally overwhelming, hardship. Yes, he had been surrounded and battered by 

troubles, but he was not demoralized. Yes, he had been unsure of what to do, but he was 

confident God knew what to do. Yes, he had been spiritually terrorized, but God had not 
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left his side. Yes, he had been beaten down, but he had not been broken. As he claimed 

in the opening verses of chapter 4, since God has so generously let him in on what God is 

doing, he was not about to throw up his hands and walk off the job because of an 

occasional hard time. What Paul claims prevented him from throwing in the towel is the 

power of God. 

Our scripture lesson in verse 7 opens: “But we have this treasure in clay jars…” To 

understand the contrast Paul is making, we have to know what comes before – what the 

treasure is that we possess. In the verses leading up to our scripture text, Paul suggests 

that the treasure we possess is the best picture of God we’ll ever get – Jesus Christ. And 

as caretakers of this treasure, our task it not to highlight the fact that we have custody of 

this treasure, but to point to the treasure itself. 

Being a bank isn’t about having a safe, but about having money in the safe. Being a 

museum isn’t about having a building but about the displays within. And so it is with us. 

The message is not about us. We’re proclaiming Jesus Christ. All we are is messengers. 

The proof of that, Paul suggests, comes in how that message gets delivered. It doesn’t 

come in something steel-plated and indestructible. No, the message – the treasure of the 

gospel - is kept in clay containers; in frail bodies made of dust. 

Paul’s description of us as followers of Christ is intentional. This powerful double 

metaphor of treasure in clay jars recognizes both the awesome trust God places upon 

each of us and our fragility as bearers of God’s grace and might.iii And the reason this 

treasure comes in clay pots – in frail bodies – Paul suggests, to prevent anyone from 

confusing God’s power with human power. In fact, it is power displayed through 

weakness…something we avoid displaying in our daily lives. 

“Never let them see you sweat.” “Never show weakness or the world will eat you 

alive.” “There’s no crying in baseball.” These are just a few of the mantras that 

characterize our culture of rugged individualism. Because we don’t want to show 

weakness, we put on masks; we appear to be stronger and tougher that we are. And to 
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further prove it, we amass more toys and accumulate more stuff in order to project 

wealth and stability and strength. We want to frame to the picture of our life in the best 

possible light. 

That’s why we do and say things that project strength. This is no more apparent than 

in a job interview. In recent years, it has become popular for interviewers to ask 

candidates to describe their weaknesses. Since this has become a popular technique, tons 

of advice has emerged about how to turn your weaknesses into strength: 

• Instead of saying you’re a perfectionist, say that you now set things aside so that 
you can later return to the imperfect task with more objectivity. 

• Instead of saying you’re a workaholic, say that you are making a huge effort to 
work smarter, not longer. 

• Instead of saying you have high standards, say that you like to check in regularly 
with your subordinates to make sure you aren’t asking too much or too little of 
them. 

 
All of this advice is about pivoting away from one’s weakness. But that’s not what Paul 

does in 2 Corinthians, Paul isn’t trying to shift attention away from his hardships and 

shortcomings. He is pointing them out. He is highlighting his issues. He isn’t running 

away from them because they are the proof that he is the right man for the job. Beat up, 

scraggly, Paul, with the festering wound in his side…he’s not much to look at. But that’s 

okay – the point isn’t to look at Paul. It’s to look at Jesus. 

But even though he is dealing with these hardships and weaknesses – even though he 

is at his wit’s end – he is not at hope’s end. Paul was confident about how things would 

turn out – through him or in spite of him. We recognize this because of two little words 

he shares in verse 14: “we know.” 

These two little words are the heart of Paul’s conviction. “We know that the one who 

raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus.” It is a conviction of how the rest of 

the salvation story is going to play outiv - of what he will gain. 



6 

The Latin phrase quid pro quo has been the subject of discussion recently. Originally, 

this phrase meant “this instead of that.” Today, it now describes equivalent exchanges. In 

legal circles, a quid pro quo means “something for something.” 

The fact is, you and I are the guilty recipients of quid pro quos. What Paul told the 

Corinthians and what he tells us in our scripture lesson is that as Christ followers, we get 

what he got. What they did to Jesus, they do to us. Rejection, persecution, defamation. 

We get those things, too. 

But the good news is that there is another quid pro quo. Just as what they did to Jesus, 

they do to us, what Jesus did among them, he does in us. Just as Jesus transformed lives 

and reset culture, Jesus is doing the same thing in us and among us. Just as Jesus died and 

rose from the grave for those who did not, as the Gospel writer John says, know him or 

accept him, Jesus died and was resurrected for people like you and me. This fact was the 

basis for Paul’s hope – it’s what allowed him to press on despite being pressed, to get up 

despite being thrown down. And, in a culture that presses on us and rejects Jesus, it is the 

basis for our hope, too. 

Paul realized that to share the life of Christ is to share Christ’s risks. But to share in the 

life of Christ is to share in Christ’s rewards. The certitude and confidence in God’s power 

Paul possessed was born out of confidence that he would experience a victory like his. 

And so will we. That’s what makes us know-it-alls, too. And the mark of being a know-it-

all is increasing thanks. 

This Thursday is Thanksgiving. Chances are, sometime this Thursday, you will be 

seated at a table with family or close friends with the opportunity to share something you 

are thankful for. So, how many of you are going to be thankful for the fact that your kid 

is giving you fits? How many of you are going to be thankful that your position is being 

phased out at work? How many of you are going to be thankful that you’ve got a mound 

of hospital bills for an issue that still plagues you? Let’s be clear – being thankful for those 
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things borders on martyrdom. And, as someone wisely said, you can only be a martyr 

once. 

But, you can be thankful that God is gracefully journeying with you through those 

things. Our mere survival through the ups-and-downs of life isn’t faith. But our trust that 

God will see us through them is faith. And when God sees us through these challenges, it 

gives others the opportunity to see him, too. All of this, Paul says, is for your sake so that 

grace, as it extends to more and more people, may increase thanksgiving. 

This Thursday may find you around a table abundantly overflowing with food and 

drink. But every Sunday, we also find ourselves around an overflowing table of 

abundance. It’s at the Lord’s Table where we gather for the Eucharist. Eucharist is the 

Greek word that means giving thanks. It’s at the table of our Lord each week that we 

remember and give thanks for what Jesus Christ did for us. It’s at the table of our Lord 

each week that we remember and give thanks for the hope to press on despite the 

challenges of our weeks. It’s at the table of our Lord each week that we remember and 

give thanks for the confidence that we will one day be raised just as Jesus was raised. And 

then, we are sent from this table of remembrance and thanksgiving to extend the grace 

we find there to more and more people. 

What follows Thanksgiving this Thursday is Black Friday and the rush to Christmas. 

This year, it’s a 26-day sprint to get gifts, to fellowship with family and friends, and to get 

the kids to every extra rehearsal and Christmas performance. Nowhere do our hardships 

become more apparent than in these week between Thanksgiving and Christmas. Health 

issues, money issues, relationship issues, loneliness issues – these are all more apparent in 

this season. 

But what if we approached this season the same way we do every Sunday after sharing 

in communion with one another. Imagine if we all went from our Thanksgiving tables 

into this crazy season with the same resolve; with the same thanksgiving; with the same 

grace that we experience here.  
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It would change the way we treat those shoppers who are pushing us in the aisles at 

Target. It would change the way we approach yet one more Christmas party with people 

we don’t hang out with the rest of the year. It would change the way we look at our 

calendars and our commitments in these 26 days. 

You and I are bearers of a treasure – the good news of Jesus Christ. And in spite of 

our weaknesses, God can, and does, do a good thing through us. Perhaps that will be 

evident this coming season because of the thanks we give…and because of the thanks 

others give – thanks not for us…but for Jesus Christ. Because the fact is, when it’s about 

him and what he has done for us, we know how things are going to turn out. And we 

can’t lose. 
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