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2 CORINTHIANS 4:5-18
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.

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?

Displaying the Gospel
Believers can face life with confidence, knowing that the power of the 
gospel will be revealed. 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
2 CORINTHIANS 2:14–5:10
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, he was 
dealing with a much more challenging cultural situation than any of 
us has faced. 

Paul began his letter by reminding the Corinthians of the 
afflictions he had endured for the sake of the gospel (2 Cor. 1:3-11). 
Such afflictions, he said, actually benefited the Corinthians and 
brought them comfort and encouragement in their troubles. Paul’s 
purpose was broader in scope, however. He was defending his 
apostleship and authority against some people who were criticizing 
him on account of his persistent sufferings (chaps. 10–11).

Although false teachers were fleecing the Corinthian believers 
financially through deceitful means (11:5-15), Paul reminded them 
how he labored among them “free of charge” (11:7) so that it wouldn’t 
appear as if he was peddling the word of God (2:17). He had no need 
to seek a commendation from them, to prove himself to them again, 
since they themselves were his “letters of recommendation” (3:1). 
His apostolic ministry was adequate because God had made him 
competent as a minister of the new covenant in Christ (3:5-6). 

In this week’s Scripture passage, Paul was still dealing with these 
two interconnected issues: his sufferings and the question of his 
apostolic ministry. Indeed, he would commend himself and his co-
laborers “by the open statement of the truth” (2 Cor. 4:2). Paul’s main 
agenda in these verses was to call the Corinthians to join him in 
displaying the gospel in their proclamation, their lives, and their focus 
for the glory of God in Christ.

Read 2 Corinthians 4:5-18 in your Bible. Look for words or phrases that 
indicate Paul’s priorities in his life. How do these priorities impact how he 
approached life?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
PROCLAIM (2 COR. 4:5-6)
5 For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. 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. 

VERSE 5

Although Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy (2 Cor. 1:19) were worthy of 
commendation for their ministry to the Corinthians, Paul insisted, 
what we proclaim is not ourselves. It seems the false apostles were 
boasting about themselves, and at the same time preaching “another 
Jesus” (11:4). Paul and his colleagues had no need to proclaim 
themselves; they proclaimed Jesus Christ as Lord. In his previous 
letter, Paul declared to know nothing among them “except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified” (1 Cor. 2:2) because there was no other 
foundation upon which to build than Jesus himself (1 Cor. 3:11).

Yet Paul did promote himself and his co-workers in the ministry 
as servants for Jesus’ sake. In other letters, Paul defined himself 
first as a servant of Christ before establishing his apostleship 
(see Rom. 1:1; Phil. 1:1; Titus 1:1). As a servant of Christ, he 
was not concerned about himself but about His master and His 
master’s business.

Paul could not allow the Corinthians to miss this point. He wrote 
to them earlier, “This is how one should regard us, as servants of 
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor. 4:1). In fact, 
when addressing issues of division in the Corinthian church, Paul 
asked: “What then is Apollos? What is Paul?” His answer was clear 
and simple: “Servants through whom you believed” (1 Cor. 3:5). 

VERSE 6

Paul paraphrased Genesis 1:3, noting that God, who said, “Let light 
shine out of darkness,” has done something additional in us through 
the gospel. Paul was making a connection between creation and re-
creation. Just as darkness covered the surface of the earth and God’s 
light overcame it, so also the darkness of sin covers our lives but God’s 
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light overcomes it. Paul declared that through Jesus, the light of the 
world, God has shone in our hearts.

What is God’s illuminating work in our hearts? It is bringing the 
light of the knowledge of the •glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 
Paul’s amazing statement here is tethered to a larger discussion 
in context, and draws on something he said earlier about the old 
covenant ministry of Moses. Notice in 2 Corinthians 3:7-13 that the 
Israelites were unable to look at Moses when he came down from 
Mount Sinai because God’s glory was on his face (see Ex. 34:29-35). 
They had to keep his face veiled.

In contrast, Paul said that God’s glory wasn’t merely on Jesus’ face, 
but it was in his face! Moses reflected God’s glory; Jesus is God’s glory! 
The writer of Hebrews says, “He is the radiance of the glory of God 
and the exact imprint of his nature” (Heb 1:3). Jesus is “the image of 
God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Moses’ face was veiled, but Jesus’ face is shining 
brightly to overcome the darkness of our hearts. Paul declared that 
he didn’t proclaim Moses, since the old covenant that came through 
him still veils the hearts of those who claim him. Paul didn’t proclaim 
himself either, or anyone else for that matter. Christ alone is the One to 
proclaim.

What are the implications and consequences for proclaiming someone or 
something other than salvation in Christ alone?

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?
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LIVE (2 COR. 4:7-15)
7 But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the 
surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. 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; 
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. 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. 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. 

VERSE 7

Paul’s afflictions for the gospel provided an opportunity for his 
opponents to cast doubt on the power of God in his life and ministry. 
But Paul boasted in his weaknesses and sufferings as markers for 
the power of God to be shown more clearly in his life. The “gospel of 
the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4) is a treasure we have in clay jars. The 
treasure is valuable and costly; the jars are weak and common. It is the 
weakness of the vessel, Paul argued, that allows this extraordinary 
power to be shown as belonging to God and not to us.

VERSES 8-14

Paul asserted that he was afflicted in every way, but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; 
struck down, but not destroyed. He was weak, but God’s power was 
demonstrated in each of these aspects to preserve and sustain him. In 
every situation, God’s strength and grace are sufficient. Paul may have 
been knocked down, so to speak, but he wasn’t knocked out. There was 
no defeat because God’s extraordinary power was at work.

The Christian life is marked by suffering and sometimes by the 
threat of death. We ought to expect this because Jesus told His 
followers they would experience it (see Matt. 10:16-24). 

light overcomes it. Paul declared that through Jesus, the light of the 
world, God has shone in our hearts.

What is God’s illuminating work in our hearts? It is bringing the 
light of the knowledge of the •glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 
Paul’s amazing statement here is tethered to a larger discussion 
in context, and draws on something he said earlier about the old 
covenant ministry of Moses. Notice in 2 Corinthians 3:7-13 that the 
Israelites were unable to look at Moses when he came down from 
Mount Sinai because God’s glory was on his face (see Ex. 34:29-35). 
They had to keep his face veiled.

In contrast, Paul said that God’s glory wasn’t merely on Jesus’ face, 
but it was in his face! Moses reflected God’s glory; Jesus is God’s glory! 
The writer of Hebrews says, “He is the radiance of the glory of God 
and the exact imprint of his nature” (Heb 1:3). Jesus is “the image of 
God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Moses’ face was veiled, but Jesus’ face is shining 
brightly to overcome the darkness of our hearts. Paul declared that 
he didn’t proclaim Moses, since the old covenant that came through 
him still veils the hearts of those who claim him. Paul didn’t proclaim 
himself either, or anyone else for that matter. Christ alone is the One to 
proclaim.

What are the implications and consequences for proclaiming someone or 
something other than salvation in Christ alone?

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?
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Paul didn’t dwell on death but instead magnified life. Jesus’ death is 
present in our body so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in 
our bodies. Even though death is at work in us, we know that death is 
not ultimate because of Jesus’ resurrection. Paul’s confident hope was 
that the One who raised the Lord Jesus will also raise us.

The key to living confidently and faithfully as followers of Christ 
in situations that appear to destroy us is this: “your life is hidden with 
Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). We live confidently because we “rely not on 
ourselves but on God who raises the dead” (2 Cor. 1:9). 

VERSE 15

All of this—whether life, suffering, or death—was for the benefit of 
others. As the gospel spread through Paul’s missionary journeys, his 
expectation was that grace would extend through more and more people. 
He was willing to endure these things not only for the benefit of the 
Corinthians, but for the salvation of the lost wherever the Lord sent him.

This kind of living would cause an increase of thanksgiving, to the 
glory of God. As the gospel advanced and afflictions increased, Paul 
concluded that God’s power displayed in his weaknesses would lead 
to increased gratitude. God is glorified through faithful and grateful 
dependence on Him and His power.

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)
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 

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.

© 2018 LifeWay 



97Se ssion 10 :  D i s pla y ing  the  G os p el 

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. 

VERSE 16

When difficulties and afflictions arise, it’s easy to lose heart. Paul 
called his readers to focus on higher truths and greater realities based 
on the grace and mercy of the Lord. So, he said, we do not lose heart. 
If Jesus’ life and death—His glory—is the treasure we carry in the 
clay jars of our lives, then we have so much more to live for. If God is 
able to raise the dead (and He is), then we find confidence to carry on. 
This is the second time Paul said we do not give up. In 2 Corinthians 
4:1, he appealed to God’s mercy and the stewardship of his ministry 
as other reasons why he didn’t quit on the gospel.

Even though our outer self is wasting away, there is more to life 
than our physical bodies. Our body is temporary, an “earthly home” 
that is wearing out (5:1). But our inner person is being renewed day 
by day. Let this be our focus! God has shone in our hearts to give us 
the light of the knowledge of His glory in Jesus Christ (4:6), and that 
glory is transforming us into the image of Christ. 

How does the inner person get renewed daily? How does that daily 
renewal fuel and motivate the believer? 

VERSES 17-18

Paul reminded the Corinthians about the purpose and result 
of suffering. Nothing is wasted in God’s economy; nothing is 
accidental in God’s careful plans for us. For this light momentary 
affliction is preparing for us something amazing and important. 
Paul minimized affliction when compared to what God has in store 
for us in glory. Interestingly, he referred to them as light afflictions, 
even though he felt at times like he’d received the sentence of death 
and was completely overwhelmed beyond his strength to handle 
them (1:8-9).

Paul didn’t dwell on death but instead magnified life. Jesus’ death is 
present in our body so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in 
our bodies. Even though death is at work in us, we know that death is 
not ultimate because of Jesus’ resurrection. Paul’s confident hope was 
that the One who raised the Lord Jesus will also raise us.

The key to living confidently and faithfully as followers of Christ 
in situations that appear to destroy us is this: “your life is hidden with 
Christ in God” (Col. 3:3). We live confidently because we “rely not on 
ourselves but on God who raises the dead” (2 Cor. 1:9). 

VERSE 15

All of this—whether life, suffering, or death—was for the benefit of 
others. As the gospel spread through Paul’s missionary journeys, his 
expectation was that grace would extend through more and more people. 
He was willing to endure these things not only for the benefit of the 
Corinthians, but for the salvation of the lost wherever the Lord sent him.

This kind of living would cause an increase of thanksgiving, to the 
glory of God. As the gospel advanced and afflictions increased, Paul 
concluded that God’s power displayed in his weaknesses would lead 
to increased gratitude. God is glorified through faithful and grateful 
dependence on Him and His power.

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)
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 

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.
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God is producing something far better than we can understand 
in the moment of suffering. Paul asserted that God is producing an 
eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison. What is this amazing 
weight of glory? Again, context supplies some clues.

The gospel we have received is not veiled, but its full glory is 
on display. Jesus Christ, the image of God and the glory of God, is 
shining brightly in our hearts overcoming sin and death. “We all, with 
unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being transformed 
into the same image from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor. 
3:18). We are poised to share in God’s glory if we are prepared to share 
in His sufferings (Rom. 8:17).

What image was Paul talking about that we are being transformed 
into? In his previous letter, he exclaimed that “as we have borne the 
image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man 
of heaven,” Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 15:9). First John 3:2 states that when 
Jesus appears “we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is.” 

Our focus is not on temporary things. Rather, our sights are 
fixed on eternal realities.

This is the eternal weight of glory—that we be conformed into the 
image of Jesus. Paul said to the Romans, “we know that for those 
who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 
called according to his purpose. For those whom he foreknew he also 
predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:28-29). 
God’s purpose for us, and the glory that awaits us, is that we will be 
like Jesus. 

In the final analysis, Paul said we look not to the things that are 
seen but to the things that are unseen. Our focus is not on temporary 
things. Rather, our sights are fixed on eternal realities. For now, it is 
enough for us to “walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7).

How does the glory reserved for us in the future serve as motivation in 
the now to be faithful and courageous in suffering?
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IN MY CONTEXT 
• Believers are to exclusively proclaim Jesus.  
• All people can live victoriously through faith in the 

resurrected Jesus.
• Believers are to focus on things with eternal consequences.

What actions do you need to take to safeguard against proclaiming 
anyone other than Jesus? Discuss with the group ways you can hold each 
other accountable for making Jesus the focus of our message.

Evaluate your level of dependence upon Jesus when facing difficulties. 
What actions do you need to take to improve that dependence? What 
attitudes toward difficulties need to be adjusted based on this study?

Ask God to increase your focus on eternal things rather than temporary 
things. Pray for His Spirit to remove specific areas in your life that distract 
you and hinder you. Record what He reveals to you.

Prayer Needs
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