
Session 10
Displaying the Gospel
Believers can face life with confidence, knowing that the power of the gospel will be revealed.

2 Corinthians 4:5-18

FIRST THOUGHTS

LifeWay Research surveyed Americans about their perceptions regarding religious liberty. Sixty percent of those surveyed agreed with the statement, “Religious liberty is on the decline in America.” Almost two-thirds (63%) agreed with the statement, “American Christians face growing intolerance.” Religious liberty has become an increasingly contentious issue in American culture.

(In PSG, p. 91) Do you agree or disagree that religious liberty is declining? Explain your answer. What actions should be taken in places where Christianity is actively persecuted or suppressed?

Christianity was not tolerated as a legal religion anywhere in the Roman Empire of the first century. Thus, when Paul and other apostles wrote to encourage believers who faced persecution, they were dealing with a much more challenging cultural situation than any of us has faced. 

Paul had no expectations of being free from cultural or political pressure. In fact, he expected it. The same LifeWay survey revealed that 43% think that Christians complain too much about how they are treated. Paul didn’t complain. Instead, he focused on how God was shaping and using him to spread the gospel in any situation. As we study 2 Corinthians 4, look for ways Christians can display the gospel, no matter our personal circumstances and no matter what cultural or political environment we live in. Will we, like Paul, be confident that, if we proclaim Jesus as the Christ—whatever our weaknesses or life situation—the power of the gospel will be revealed? 

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

2 Corinthians 2:14–5:10 

We identified briefly the first major section of the body of 2 Corinthians in last week’s Understand the Context. As you may recall, in part one of the epistle Paul provided the believers with an expanded account of his ministry (1:12–7:16). His purpose was largely to defend himself against the charge that his apostleship was somehow a fraud. We may broadly organize his comments in this part of the letter under three headings:

Paul’s itinerary (1:12–2:13). We considered part of this in last week’s focal text.

Paul’s message (2:14–5:10). This is the broader text from which this week’s lesson is drawn.

Paul’s purpose (5:11–7:16). This is the broader text from which next week’s study is taken.

Paul masterfully described his message—the context passage for this week’s lesson—in several ways. The following points summarize what the apostle emphasized in the “message” section of his letter:

Paul had a ministry resulting in life or death (2:14-17).

The Corinthians were Paul’s living letters (3:1-3).

Paul’s competence came from God, not himself (3:4-6).

Paul’s message focused on the new covenant (3:7-8).

The light of the gospel shined in Paul’s message (4:1-6).

The gospel is like treasure hidden in clay jars (4:7-18).

Believers face a wonderful future after bodily death (5:1-10).
Our verses for this week’s lesson are drawn from two of these sections, both of which provide powerful images for us as we seek to live out the gospel today. First is the image of light shining out of darkness. Second is the picture of a fantastic treasure hidden in a clay pot. As you investigate these verses, look for ways that you can apply Paul’s teaching to your life. Are you ready to be a channel of light shining in the darkness? Can you think of yourself as a plain clay pot, in which Christ and the gospel are a precious treasure? Will you face life with confidence, believing that the power of the gospel will be revealed?

Explore THE TEXT

PROCLAIM (2 Cor. 4:5-6)

VERSE 5

5  For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake.

In 2 Corinthians 4:3-4, Paul acknowledged that many persons he preached to had refused the gospel and were perishing. Their minds had been blinded and the devil had done his work. But might it have been the case that persons refused Christ because somehow Paul’s message was defective? Could he have had some kind of self-centered agenda and distorted the gospel? He strenuously refuted this idea in verse 5. He was not preaching his own opinions or drawing attention to himself. 

The apostle’s message instead centered on Jesus Christ as Lord. Jesus refers to the historical person who lived, was crucified, and rose from the dead. Christ means “Messiah,” the fulfillment of biblical prophecy about a coming King. Lord means that He is supreme—not Caesar or some object of religious worship.

Those who acknowledge Jesus in this way have bowed to His lordship. They have become His servants, loyal, and obedient. Paul noted that he had been called to serve the Corinthians for Jesus’ sake. He was first of all Jesus’ servant; he would therefore serve others if that was his Master’s bidding. His ministry was not primarily for their sake but for Christ’s. 

VERSE 6

6 For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

Paul preached Jesus rather than himself because he had become a new creation. He compared what had happened to him spiritually to what had happened when God created the heavens and the earth. He recalled that God’s creative work began by calling forth the light: “Let light shine out of darkness” (a paraphrase of Gen. 1:3). In like manner, God called forth the light of the gospel into Paul’s spiritual darkness: God … has shone in our hearts. Paul was perhaps remembering his dramatic experience with the light that flashed around him at his conversion. That light physically blinded Paul for a few days (Acts 22:6-11). 

The apostle described his spiritual transformation as receiving the light of the knowledge of the glory of God. (Paul likely knew that Jesus had called Himself the light of the world; John 8:12; 9:5.) In the gospel, Paul had received revelation about the true nature of God’s glory—His greatness and worthiness to be praised. The original creation displayed a measure of God’s glory. His works as described throughout the Old Testament showed His splendor. But the fullest display of the glory of God is found in one place: the face of Jesus Christ. Only when people embrace the Person and presence of Jesus do they begin to experience the life-changing glory of God. 

Paul’s experience was not unique. The same thing happens every time a person—previously spiritually blind—responds to gospel proclamation with repentance and faith. Paul declared this inclusivity a few verses later: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new has come” (2 Cor. 5:17).
What do you think of Paul’s comparing the original creation of light to the light God sends into someone’s life at conversion? How does this teaching support Paul’s insistence on proclaiming Jesus instead of himself? What does it mean for believers today to proclaim Jesus exclusively?

LIVE (2 Cor. 4:7-15)

Paul listed life situations that highlighted his weakness as a human, yet in contrast he overcame through God’s power, demonstrated through the gospel. True life is found only through faith in the resurrected Jesus. 

VERSE 7

7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.

On one hand, being transformed by Christ is like light shining in our hearts. On the other hand, receiving the gospel is like gaining an enormous treasure. Jesus Himself had compared God’s kingdom to a priceless pearl (Matt. 13:45-46). Paul developed the analogy, however, by likening himself (and other believers) to jars of clay. Earthenware vessels were common in Paul’s day, and it wasn’t unknown for jewels or other expensive items to be hidden from view in ordinary pottery. We do similar things today, such as a grandmother’s habit of hiding cash in a shoebox along with the other shoeboxes in the top of her closet. 

In Paul’s illustration, however, the point was not to keep the treasure hidden, but rather to contrast the value of the gospel with the frailty of the gospel messengers. God has seen to it that mere humans, with physical bodies subject to sickness and lives fraught with trouble, were His instruments. He did this so that the instruments might not be praised for their greatness, cleverness, and power, but that all will recognize God as the source of this extraordinary power. Although believers are God’s chosen instruments, we are nevertheless instruments of clay (see Acts 9:15). 

VERSES 8-9

8 We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed;

To demonstrate the difference between the clay pots (frail human preachers) and the treasure (the powerful gospel), Paul noted the hardships he had endured. He used four contrasting pairs, with the first element describing his human weakness and the second element showing that the treasure had been preserved through God’s sustaining power. They demonstrate the paradox of living as followers of Jesus in this present evil age: 

The apostle did not specify the particular situations of his personal trials. The Book of Acts provides examples. Nor did he give specifics of how God had sustained him. Yet he had always found God sufficient for his needs. Throughout the centuries, believers have taken courage from Paul’s example as they have gone through the same kinds of difficulties. 

VERSES 10-12

10 always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. 11 For we who live are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. 12 So death is at work in us, but life in you.

Paul saw himself as following the pattern Jesus demonstrated in His dying and living. Three times in verses 10-12 the apostle noted his constant experience of death: always carrying in the body the death of Jesus … always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake … death is at work in us. Clearly Paul was constantly aware of Jesus’ suffering and death on the cross. If his Lord had been given over to death, then it was no surprise for His followers to endure sufferings repeatedly. 

Paul was constantly mindful of the death of Jesus as it impacted him. He was equally aware of Jesus’ resurrection to life. Paul also experienced the resurrection life of Jesus throughout his ministry (even as he waited for his own final resurrection). Thus, three times in this passage he noted his understanding of this kind of life: the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. … so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. … but life in you. Not only in this life but also in the resurrection, Paul was characterized by the life of the living Lord Jesus. Further, the Corinthians had also begun to experience this life as well. Clearly the death and the resurrection life of Jesus go hand in hand.

VERSES 13-14

13 Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has been written, “I believed, and so I spoke,” we also believe, and so we also speak, 14 knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence.

Paul had just written about himself in contrasting terms: clay jar versus treasure; death versus life. This reminded him of something written in the Psalms. He quoted a line from Psalm 116:10: “I believed, and so I spoke.” When we read the entire Psalm, we recognize that it recounts affliction and suffering yet also rescue and thanksgiving for deliverance. The psalmist, like Paul, experienced both death and life. He too focused on God. Thus, Paul claimed to have the same spirit of faith as the psalmist, because both trusted in God. Further, just as the psalmist believed in God and then spoke about his troubles in his composition, so it was with the apostle: we also believe, and so we also speak.

In verse 14 the apostle’s thoughts turned to confidence about his future life in the presence of the Lord forever. How could he be sure of this? Because he who raised the Lord Jesus had promised to do so. Those who are united with Jesus in His death are also united to Him in His resurrection (Eph. 4:2-7). Thus, Paul was certain of his coming resurrection. He was equally certain of the Corinthians’ future resurrection. Together, Paul and the Corinthians—us with you—will be raised. By extension, all believers—everyone joined to Christ by faith—may be confident of their future resurrection.  

VERSE 15

15 For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God.

Everything Paul had just written about—his sufferings, his experience of death yet life, his confidence in his future blessedness—was not about him in isolation from others. Indeed, it is all for your sake. He served the Lord for reasons outside himself. First, he thought horizontally: through his ministry more and more people experienced God’s grace through the gospel. It was more important for others to come to faith in Christ than for Paul to experience a comfortable life. Second, he thought vertically. His ultimate purpose in life was to glorify God. Thus, when more people were saved, this would cause thanksgiving to increase in their prayers, which in turn displayed God’s glory. Paul understood that God’s purpose for his life and ministry was to manifest the glory of God. 

(In PSG, p. 96) How would Paul define a win for himself? For other believers? How should believers understand success in this life? 

FOCUS (2 Cor. 4:16-18)

VERSES 16-18

16 So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. 17 For this light momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, 

18 as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal. 

Paul had written of God’s power demonstrated through him despite frailty and suffering; he had also noted his hope in the resurrection. For these reasons, we do not lose heart. Paul kept on following the Lord’s calling on his life, as difficult as this had been and would continue to be. He acknowledged the physical toll: our outer self is wasting away. As one of the “jars of clay” with “mortal flesh” (4:7,11), he was moving toward bodily death. Both his human mortality and his Christian sufferings were included in his thought. 

Yet these things were not worth comparing with the glorious spiritual reality that Paul already enjoyed— our inner self is being renewed day by day. Already his true self, his spirit, had the daily delight of new life because of Christ’s life. All believers, along with Paul, have received the indwelling Spirit as the down payment of their inheritance (see Eph. 1:14). Spiritual blessings are ours already, but we have not yet received full salvation. Only when we receive our resurrection bodies at Christ’s return will we fully reach the endpoint of day-by-day renewal.  

Paul was further strengthened in his daily struggles by giving them an assessment from the perspective of heaven. They were merely a light momentary affliction. This no-big-deal evaluation contrasted with his assessment of his struggles from an earthly perspective, which he had noted in 4:8-9. He judged them as insignificant when measured by the absolutely incomparable eternal weight of glory waiting for him.  

Theological facts are fine as far as they go. But they do not help us until we act on them. Paul determined to look at invisible realities (things that are unseen) rather than what is visible. In this instance, the apostle was not contrasting physical realities and spiritual realities. He meant to distinguish between his present sufferings and the future experience of full salvation at Christ’s return. This salvation will include both physical and spiritual realities. Future salvation is invisible because it has not yet arrived. 

Paul further explained the value of his chosen focus. If he had paid attention to the visible, he would have been looking at things that are transient. They will all disappear when Christ returns. By fixing his spiritual gaze on the things that are unseen—everything that believers will enjoy after the resurrection of the body—Paul kept the eternal before him. The future blessedness of believers will never end. 

(In PSG, p. 98) How does the glory reserved for us in the future serve as motivation in the now to be faithful and courageous in suffering?

Key Doctrine

God’s Purpose of Grace

Those whom God has accepted in Christ, and sanctified by His Spirit, will never fall away from the state of grace, but shall persevere to the end.

bible skill
Observe when and for what purpose a New Testament passage included Old Testament quotations.

Paul quoted Genesis 1:3 in 2 Corinthians 4:6 and Psalm 116:10 in 2 Corinthians 4:13. Read the entire Old Testament chapter for each quotation. How does the context of the verse quoted help you better understand why Paul quoted that passage? What factors are the same or similar? How do the quoted passages help you better understand Jesus and the gospel? 

biblical illustrator
For additional context, read “‘Righteousness’ in Paul’s Writings” in the Spring 2018 issue of Biblical Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.
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