August 17 

Lesson 12 

Treasure in Earthen Vessels

Devotional Reading: Jude 17-25
Background Scripture: 2 Corinthians 4:1-15
2 Corinthians 4:1-15
1 Therefore seeing we have this ministry, as we have received mercy, we faint not;

2 But have renounced the hidden things of dishonesty, not walking in craftiness, nor handling the word of God deceitfully; but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God.

3 But if our gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost:

4 In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them.

5 For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus' sake.

6 For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

7 But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us.

8 We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair;

9 Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed;

10 Always bearing about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.

11 For we which live are always delivered unto death for Jesus' sake, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our mortal flesh.

12 So then death worketh in us, but life in you.

13 We having the same spirit of faith, according as it is written, I believed, and therefore have I spoken; we also believe, and therefore speak;

14 Knowing that he which raised up the Lord Jesus shall raise up us also by Jesus, and shall present us with you.

15 For all things are for your sakes, that the abundant grace might through the thanksgiving of many redound to the glory of God.

Key Verse

We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed. —2 Corinthians 4:8, 9
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Identify the character traits that accompany the genuine proclamation of the gospel.

2. Explain how those character traits arise from faith in the gospel.

3. Identify one character trait to improve to reflect the gospel and make a plan for doing so.

Lesson Outline
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B. Lesson Background

I. Glory of the Gospel (2 Corinthians 4:1-6)

A. In Honest Service (vv. 1, 2)

B. In the World's Rejection (vv. 3, 4)

Preaching the Pure Gospel
C. In the Light of God (vv. 5, 6)

II. Humility of the Messenger (2 Corinthians 4:7-12)

A. God's Treasure (v. 7)

B. Paul's Hardships (vv. 8, 9)

C. Jesus' Death and Life (vv. 10-12)

III. Persistence of Faith (2 Corinthians 4:13-15)

A. Confident in Resurrection (vv. 13, 14)

B. Benefit for Many (v. 15)

Conclusion

A. Hardship with Hope

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. Knockoff Religion

Can you tell the difference between an authentic product and an imitation? Although many imitations are sold with full disclosure to that effect, some very expensive "designer" brands of clothes, handbags, and watches are often imitated by dishonest manufacturers that use cheaper materials and processes. Then disreputable merchants sell these imitations as if they were authentic, but for much less money. In popular terms, the counterfeits are called knockoffs.

Most things that people value can be imitated with cheap, unsatisfying knockoffs. The message of God is one of those. Knockoff versions of Christianity pop up like weeds in the human landscape. Many people engage in bogus proclamations of cheap gospels that weakly imitate the real thing.

Of course, the true gospel is just that because it comes from God, and it depicts what actually happened. The gospel must be proclaimed by people whose lives reflect its truth, messengers whose lives have been changed by the gospel first. Only then can the real message have a real proclamation.

B. Lesson Background

Paul's two letters to the Corinthian church were, in part, responses to criticisms of his own ministry. Some (many?) in Corinth saw Paul as bold and powerful in his letters, but base and weak in person (2 Corinthians 10:1, 10). They preferred powerful, eloquent teachers (compare 11:6).

Paul responded to these criticisms, but he did more than just defend himself. He also explained the real nature of the gospel and what it means to follow Jesus. The power of the true gospel is not in the skill of the messenger, but in the message itself and in the messenger's deep, personal commitment to the message.

That commitment will give the messenger a transformed character, one that reflects the message. That character reflects Christ's lowliness in becoming human and giving His life. It reflects Christ's loving persistence in enduring suffering for the sake of others. It reflects the honesty of those who know they stand before the all-knowing God.

I. Glory of the Gospel

(2 Corinthians 4:1-6)

A. In Honest Service (vv. 1, 2)

1. Therefore seeing we have this ministry, as we have received mercy, we faint not.

Paul proceeds to explain the kind of life that the gospel demands of those who proclaim it. He describes himself as entrusted by God with a ministry. This word literally means "service," the duties that a servant performs for a master. So Paul begins with the understanding that he, like all believers, has been called to serve almighty God.

The Christian's obligation to serve God has its basis not just in the fact of His role as Creator, but in His mercy as Redeemer. God has given His people not the punishment that we deserve but the forgiveness that we need. We serve from an obligation transformed by gratitude.

Such an outlook makes authentic service persistent. In light of God's great mercy, discouragement cannot defeat the believer. If God has already given His people something much better than they deserve, He will not abandon us in our struggles.

2. But have renounced the hidden things of dishonesty, not walking in craftiness, nor handling the word of God deceitfully; but by manifestation of the truth commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God.

Many religious teachers of Paul's day are notorious for their dishonest, self-serving schemes. Paul, by contrast, insists that God's truth cannot be joined to any falsehood or deception. Those who know that they stand before God can never be less than honest in all their dealings. So nothing about Paul's ministry is cleverly deceptive or tricky. (Note the playful irony in 2 Corinthians 12:16: "being crafty, I caught you with guile!") Rather, Paul's ministry is focused on making the truth of the gospel clear, teaching it through a life that is consistently submissive to that truth.

How to Say It

Corinth Kor-inth.

Corinthians Ko-rin-thee-unz (th as in thin).

Ephesians Ee-fee-zhunz.

The Corinthians have more than Paul's words as proof of his integrity. Paul had lived among them for many months (Acts 18:11). They had seen his life up close, for an extended period. They should be able to give their own testimony as to his honesty before God and people.

B. In the World's Rejection (vv. 3, 4)

3. But if our gospel be hid, it is hid to them that are lost.

"Well," Paul's opponents might say, "if honest teaching is all that the gospel needs, why are there so many who do not believe? Perhaps Paul with his simple honesty is not as effective as he says."

Indeed, many people do not believe. But that, Paul notes, is not because the message is wrongly proclaimed. It is not that the gospel needs a boost from eloquent, learned presentation. No, those who disbelieve do so because they persist in their lost condition. Neither the message nor the messenger is at fault, but the one hearing the message and refusing to heed it (compare 1 Corinthians 1:18).

4. In whom the god of this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, should shine unto them.

The condition of those who reject God's message can rightly be called blindness. It is a blindness that they choose as they continue to follow a knockoff god, the god of this world, Satan, the great opponent (compare Ephesians 2:2). Resisting change, the unbeliever lets the devil have his way, and so the unbeliever becomes (or remains) blind to the truth. Meanwhile, the light of the glorious gospel of Christ continues to shine as a bright beacon to reveal the God of light.

This description of the gospel is very personal for Paul. He had once been just such a spiritually blind unbeliever. But when Christ appeared to him in bright light and spoke to him, Paul (as Saul) listened and believed (Acts 9:3-6). Paul's spiritual blindness was lifted, even as he became physically blinded for a time (9:9). Paul can speak with authority about both sides of the divide!

When people reject the gospel, does that mean that the gospel is weak or that it has been wrongly presented? Not at all! It simply demonstrates the persistent power of the devil to tempt people to keep the blindness they choose to embrace. But the devil need not prevail in anyone's life. The light of the gospel is clear, and Paul is proof that one can leave darkness and blindness for the light.

What Do You Think?
What approaches or techniques can we use to break through a person's defenses so the 
gospel is not "hid" from him or her?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
When the resistance is emotional in nature

When the resistance is due to faulty thinking

Other

Preaching the Pure Gospel
An American missionary traveled to the African country to which God had called him. On arrival, he began getting acquainted with other Americans who were doing missionary work there. Since he was new at mission work and had only "book learning" to guide his efforts, he thought perhaps he could learn from others more experienced in presenting the gospel to that culture.

One missionary he spoke with had been in the country for 25 years and was ministering to a small group of Christians who were the results of his work. That missionary explained the small number of converts by saying, "We're preaching the pure gospel, and Satan is hindering it."

The work of another long-term missionary, however, had yielded a large numbers of converts and a significant cadre of indigenous ministers and teachers who were leading their congregations. That missionary said his work was prospering because, "We're preaching the pure gospel, and God is blessing it."

Which missionary was right? Perhaps both!

Paul was preaching the pure gospel, and he saw Satan hindering his work. However, his work for Christ was being blessed, as we know from the letters he wrote to many of the churches that got their start because of his witness. Perhaps the lesson we can learn is the one the apostle himself had learned: we do the work God has called us to do and act in the spirit of Christ as we do it. The results are up to Him.—C. R. B.

C. In the Light of God (vv. 5, 6)

5. For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord; and ourselves your servants for Jesus' sake.

The focus of the message, Paul says, is not the messenger. It is Christ. When the messenger is less, Christ can be more (compare John 3:30). Insofar as Paul or any preacher of the gospel matters, it is only as a servant for the benefit of the people to whom the message is delivered.

It is most fitting that the messenger of Christ's gospel should be a servant. Jesus declared himself to be the servant of all, the one who gave His life for others (Mark 10:45). When the messenger is a servant for others, then Jesus, the servant-king, is proclaimed by the messenger's word and by the messenger's character.

6. For God, who commanded the light to shine out of darkness, hath shined in our hearts, to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

The God who is able to say "Let there be light" in a physical sense (Genesis 1:3) can also bring light to shine out of darkness in a spiritual sense (Matthew 4:16, quoting Isaiah 9:2). The light of the gospel shines outward as the gospel is preached. But it also shines inward on the hearts of those who receive it. We can see that the gospel is God's light in both ways: the truth proclaimed publicly and the change effected inwardly.
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Visual for Lesson 12. Point to this visual as you introduce the discussion question 
that is associated with verse 13.
Witnessing the transformation of others is a key part of recognizing that the good news of Jesus is truly God's message of salvation. Every aspect of the gospel demands that the person who believes and proclaims it must be sincerely committed, oriented to service for others, and ready to endure hardships faithfully.

What Do You Think?
When was a time you saw the light of the gospel drive back spiritual darkness in a most powerful way? What did you learn from this experience?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Episode of cross-cultural evangelism

Episode of evangelism on your part

As the result of a sermon

As the result of extending benevolence

Other

II. Humility of the Messenger

(2 Corinthians 4:7-12)

A. God's Treasure (v. 7)

7. But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us.

The lowliness of God's messengers is the very thing that displays the glory of God's message. Paul compares himself and everyone who carries the gospel with the articles of pottery (earthen vessels) that are so common in his day. Such containers are relatively inexpensive and completely ordinary. Within such ordinary-looking vessels resides an exceptionally valuable treasure: the gospel. Its value is all the more obvious because it stands in contrast with its container.

This vivid image captures the essence of Paul's point. The gospel is priceless, for it is God's good news, God's saving light. Those who believe it and proclaim it are by necessity lowly, for they follow the Lord who surrendered His privileges to give His life for His people. Therefore, all the power is in the treasure, the gospel message, not in the earthen vessel, the messenger. That makes clear where the real glory lies.

B. Paul's Hardships (vv. 8, 9)

8. We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair.

Life for the earthen vessel that contains the gospel treasure is a life of paradox, filled with contrasts as sharp as the one between the treasure and the pottery. Christ's earthen vessels experience trouble of all kinds, the perplexity of deeply confusing situations. But we are not crushed by the trouble, not confused to the point of giving up. The maker of the earthen vessel ensures that the pot does not crack.

9. Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed.

The paradoxes continue. Christ's earthen vessels are persecuted—deliberately harassed because of the faith. But we always have God himself on our side. We may feel as if we have been cast down violently to the ground. But unlike a typical clay pot, we do not shatter when we fall. The power of God assures that we remain whole.

What Do You Think?
What one thing most keeps you going for Christ in your darkest hours? Does your answer change as the years pass? Why?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
A promise of God

An example of a Bible character

An example of someone in church history

Strength from fellow Christians

Other

C. Jesus' Death and Life (vv. 10-12)

10. Always bearing about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.

Paul expresses the foundational paradox directly. Jesus is Lord, the author of life. Yet Jesus surrendered to death. But thereby He rose from the dead and granted resurrection life to us. Now we are to live the same way, experiencing all the world's troubles while showing Christ-given life as we endure and overcome.

11. For we which live are always delivered unto death for Jesus' sake, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our mortal flesh.

The lives of people who belong to Jesus will inevitably conform to the pattern of Jesus' life. We will give our lives for the sake of others—not as He did in dying for others' sins, but in giving time, talent, and treasure to serve others in Jesus' name. In so doing, we allow Jesus' life to become clear to the world as it shines through our lowly service.

12. So then death worketh in us, but life in you.

Paul's words here make sense when we remember that he speaks as a messenger of the gospel to those who have received the message. The lowly, self-sacrificial life of the messenger resembles the death of Christ; through that self-sacrificial life, those who receive the message receive the life of Christ. Those who carry the gospel serve in the image of Jesus, bringing life through death.

III. Persistence of Faith

(2 Corinthians 4:13-15)

A. Confident in Resurrection (vv. 13, 14)

13. We having the same spirit of faith, according as it is written, I believed, and therefore have I spoken; we also believe, and therefore speak.

The hardships that Paul describes in 2 Corinthians are considerable, but so is the faith that sustains him. Paul quotes Psalm 116:10 to show that the faith of the self-sacrificial Christ-follower is like the faith expressed in that psalm, which witnesses to and celebrates an occasion when God rescued His people from deadly peril. The psalmist trusted God and so called out to Him for help. God's utter faithfulness is what sustains His people in hardship.

What Do You Think?
What words of testimony do you speak because of what you believe?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding God's protection

Regarding God's comfort

Regarding hope sustained

Regarding victories observed

14. Knowing that he which raised up the Lord Jesus shall raise up us also by Jesus, and shall present us with you.

We have reason to believe in God's faithfulness even more than the psalmist! By raising Jesus from the dead, God demonstrated that there are no limits on what He can do to deliver His people from peril. Having raised Christ, He will certainly raise us as well (Romans 8:11; 1 Corinthians 6:14; 15:15, 20).

Paul's stress on God's final raising of believers from the dead means being gathered together in God's presence. He will see His people safely through to their destination, which is eternity in His presence.

B. Benefit for Many (v. 15)

15. For all things are for your sakes, that the abundant grace might through the thanksgiving of many redound to the glory of God.

As gospel messengers pour out their lives in service, those who receive the gospel become part of the multitude that will praise God forever. In that way, the messengers' lives serve others and in the end serve and glorify God. In that way, the messengers' lives reflect the message of the risen Jesus.

Conclusion

A. Hardship with Hope

The authentic life of a Christ-follower is a lowly life of honest, persistent service. By living for and sharing the gospel, Christians experience hardship but ultimately share the eternal life of God as well. Is there a better, more meaningful life that one can live?

B. Prayer

Gracious God, You have bought us at great cost: the life of Your Son. We give You our lives to be conformed to His image. Focus our goals and dreams on Your purposes. Make us Your earthen vessels and fill us with Your treasure. In the name of Jesus, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Hardship for Christ is worth it!

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Option: Place in chairs copies of the "The True Gospel" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Learners can begin working on this as they arrive.

Prepare in advance a PowerPoint® presentation of genuine and knockoff handbags and shoes. Begin by saying, "I'm going to show you two handbags or two pairs of shoes on each slide. See if you can determine which is genuine and which is the imitation or knockoff." Pause after each slide to give learners the opportunity to do so, then reveal the correct answer. Alternative 1: If you do not have PowerPoint® capability, do the above with handouts. Adjust the presentation accordingly. (Images are easy to find on the Internet.)

Alternative 2: Have these two phrases on the board as learners arrive: name-it-and-claim-it gospel / salvation-by-knowledge gospel (Gnosticism). Ask learners what they know about these two "gospels." If learners do not do so, identify areas where they depart from Scripture, which you have researched in advance.

After any of the above, say, "Today's lesson is about the true message of God: the gospel of Jesus Christ. The gospel must be proclaimed by those whose lives reflect its truth."

Into the Word

Draw a vertical line down the middle of the board to form two columns. Above one write True Gospel; above the other write Knockoff Gospel. Assign the lesson's 15 verses to learners as evenly as possible. Ask learners to read their verses aloud. During the pause between verses, ask what characteristics of either the true gospel or a knockoff gospel they detect; jot responses in the appropriate columns. Expected responses for True Gospel: mercy (v. 1), honesty (v. 2), preaches Christ as Lord (v. 5), servants for Christ (v. 5), light of knowledge of the glory of God shines in the heart (v. 6), focuses on God (v. 7), messengers not abandoned by God (vv. 8, 9), messengers willing to suffer to make Christ known (vv. 10-12), and confidence in resurrection (vv. 13, 14). Expected responses for Knockoff Gospel: uses deception (v. 2), distorts the Word of God (v. 2); messengers are blind to truth (v. 4); messengers preach self (v. 5).

Spend a few minutes elaborating on the concept of knockoff gospel, focusing on the fact that its characteristics can be centered on the messenger. If you used the second alternative activity to begin class, relate these characteristics to those particular knockoff gospels. Discuss how the characteristics of both the true gospel and knockoff gospels are transforming, considering how the characteristics listed in the first column on the board reveal a life changed for the better, while those on the right reveal the opposite.

Say, "Today's lesson has taught us that every aspect of the gospel demands that the person who believes and proclaims it must be sincerely committed, oriented to service for others, and ready to endure hardships faithfully."

Into Life

Say, "We've identified several characteristics of the true gospel today. Now let's identify some specific disciplines that will help us develop those characteristics in our own lives." Divide learners into groups of three and assign a characteristic from the True Gospel side of the board to each group. Ask groups to identify at least one specific way Christians can develop that particular characteristic. (Example: Instead of expecting thanks for acts of service, Christians can offer thanks to God, since it is His love that compels the service.)

Option: Distribute copies of the "Improving My Witness" activity from the reproducible page. This will foster personal reflection on the characteristics learners may need to develop. If time is short, this can be a take-home activity.
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