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Songs/Hymns: Love divine, all loves excelling 371 (1,2,4), Praise the Father, Praise the Son (Tomlin) We have this ministry 590 

 
When you look over your life  

where do you see signs of God’s presence? 
  Where do you see signs of God’s power? 
 
You might see it in your successes. 
 You might see it in your prosperity. 
 
The fact that you graduated suma cum laude, 
 That you married well, 
  That all your kids are established. 
 
Scripture does speak in places 
 Of God pouring out physical blessings 
  On his children. 
 
Some Christians add to this, 

saying that “God grants health and wealth 
  to those with the right kind of faith.”i 
 
But could it also be said that God is present 
 In the midst of your hardships and your failures. 
 
Could it be that God’s power is seen even more clearly 
 In those times that you’ve been behind 
  than those times you’ve been ahead. 
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PAUSE 
 
Today we are continuing to explore Paul’s letter 
 To the Christian community at Corinth, 
  That letter called Second Corinthians. 
 
Throughout this letter Paul spends a lot of time  
 Speaking about the suffering and the power  
  In his ministry and the Gospel message. 
 
If you read between the lines 

It seems that there were people at Corinth 
  For whom Paul didn’t seem like an apostle. 
 
“The Corinthians [had] been looking at… 

Paul’s own public figure, his speaking style… 
the fact that he is in and out of trouble,  

weakness, and now near to death— 
 
and they… concluded that  

there [was] nothing at all remarkable about him.”ii 
 
It is clear to many that success and prosperity 
 Are the main evidence of God’s presence and power 
  And should be seen in the life of God’s representatives. 
 
Yet despite this common belief 

Paul doesn’t hide his experiences of suffering. 
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A couple of week ago we heard in the opening of his letter 
 That he had been ‘despairing of life’.iii 

It sounded like he had experienced a nervous breakdown. 
 
But in that opening chapter Paul speaks about God’s blessings 
 In the midst of that suffering: 
 
How God taught him dependence, 
 How God consoled him 
  And would use him to console others. 
 
At the outset of his letter Paul shares 
 Some of the unexpected blessings of suffering. 
 
And today he goes further 
 To describe how God’s power becomes visible 
  In these hardships and failures. 
 
How does God’s power become more visible in our failures? 
 
Paul puts it this way: 
 
“But we have this treasure in jars of clay  

to show that this all-surpassing power  
is from God and not from us.” iv 

 
PAUSE 
 
In Paul’s day earthen vessels 
 Were commonplace, inexpensive, unimpressive, containers. 
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  Maybe like those cheap plastic containers 
   We use to store leftovers. 
 
Imagine finding some silver coins in a ziplock. 
 You wouldn’t be fascinated by the container 
  But by the treasure it was holding. 
 
Of course, if those same silver dollars 
 Were found in an exquisite jewelry box, 
  You might not even see them. 
 
It seems that hardship and failures 
 Make us open to God’s presence in our lives. 
 
It seems that when God’s light shines in the hearts  

of those who have been broken 
  The same brokenness brings out the contrast better. 
 
There is a deep joy in our life 
 Despite the chronic pain that limits our movements.   

There is an unexpected kindness that arises in response 
   To the mistreatments of others. 
 
There is steadfast faithfulness and ongoing determination 
 When others would expect us to surrender. 
 
In Paul’s words: 
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“We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed;  
perplexed, but not in despair;  

persecuted, but not abandoned;  
struck down, but not destroyed.”v 

 
This makes people curious 
 About the source of our determination, 
  Kindness, and joy. 
 
As one faithful woman at my last church told me. 
 “My friends questioning me how I can go on 
  After all that has happened.” 
 
And Paul goes further than simply noting 
 That hardship and failures  

make God’s presence more evident. 
 
Paul tells us that that the life of every Christian 
 Follows the model of Jesus: 
  we share in his life, and we share in his death. 
 
Again, listen to Paul’s words: 
 
“We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus,  

so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.  
 
For we who are alive are always being given over to death  

for Jesus’ sake,  
so that his life may also be revealed in our mortal body.”vi 
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Some would have us believe that followers of Jesus 
 simply welcome God’s blessings. 
  But Paul would teach us that 
   Followers of Jesus also share in Christ’s sufferings. 
 
This is a signpost of our identification with Jesus. 
 
Have you experienced rejection? 
 You are sharing in the death of Jesus. 
  Have you experienced betrayal? 
   You are sharing in the death of Jesus. 
 
Have you experienced temptation and fear 
 As you try to follow God’s will? 
  You are sharing in the death of Jesus. 
 
In his earlier letter to the church at Corinth 
 Paul says he dies daily with Jesus. 
 
“It is not that he is continually in danger of death 

because of his missionary work  
or that he rejects the claims of his body  

through the practice of asceticism.  
 
It is rather that he never escapes affliction, perplexity, and the like.  

So also, Jesus calls us to deny ourselves  
and take up our crosses (Mark 8:34).vii 

 
So where in our lives is there evidence of God’s presence? 
 Is it just in our success and prosperity? 
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According to Paul, God makes his power abundantly know 
 In our hardships and our failures. 
 
The life of Jesus, both his death and his resurrection 
 Is seen in the same. 
 
We are only jars of clay, 
 Cracked and broken pots. 
  But this fragility and brokenness  

brings God’s glory to light. 
 
I’m going to ask Neil  

to share a few slides of Kintsugi on the screen. 
  
“Kintsugi is the Japanese art  

of putting broken pottery pieces  
back together  

 
with gold… 
 
[It is] built on the idea  

that in embracing flaws and imperfections,  
you can create an even stronger,  

more beautiful piece of art.” 
 
I’m not sure that in his ministry 
 Paul ever came across Kintsugi, 
  But I think he’d admire it. 
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For it isn’t just beautiful, 
 but is a metaphor for God’s activity in our lives. 
 
Without brokenness and suffering, 
 There is no need for God to be present. 
 
But through hardship and failure  

we discover our innate dependence, 
  And God’s work become clearly evident in our lives. 
 
God’s work is highlighted in the midst of our brokenness. 
 Our lives showcase Jesus’ death and resurrection. 
 
Amen. 
 
 

 
i Kate Bowler defining the prosperity Gospel in “Death, the Prosperity Gospel and Me” February 13, 2016 The New York Times 
ii NT Wright Paul for Everyone: 2 Corinthians 44 
iii 2 Corinthians 1:8 
iv 2 Corinthians 4:7 NIV 
v 2 Corinthians 4:8-9 NIV 
vi 2 Corinthians 4:10-11 NIV 
vii Best, Ernest. Second Corinthians: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (p. 42). Presbyterian 

Publishing Corporation. Kindle Edition. 


