
Strength Through Weakness 

iv. Style or Substance 

2 Corinthians 4:1–18 
 

The novelist John Updike’s critique of organized religion being “like Coca-Cola billboards: they 

promote thirst without quenching it” is apposite with regards to Paul’s opponents at Corinth.  They 

were strong on style, weak on substance.  They dismissed Paul as wishy-washy and weak in 

comparison.  Little wonder then that Paul twice in this chapter, once at the beginning, the other 

at the end, reiterates “Therefore we do not lose heart” (vv1,16). 

 

At times we may well feel like Christopher Robin’s teddy bear Edward being dragged down the 

stairs our heads hitting each step with a thud.  Feeling overwhelmed, emotionally exhausted, just 

too tired to carry on.  The antidote to running on empty is Paul’s two-fold encouragement 

“Therefore we do not lose heart”.  More than simply exhortation, they have a profound 

theological rationale viz. God’s mercy and the prospect of future glory.  This dual vision enables 

us to see beyond our faded dreams to God’s plan for us personally and the church corporately. 

 

Paul is no naïve sentimentalist.  He is profoundly realistic.  Accordingly, his confidence lies not in 

himself and his ability, rather in the grace and gifting of God.  He reminds us that the Creator God 

who caused light to shine at creation is the Saviour God who shines the light of the gospel in our 

hearts (v6).  Unlike Moses who only saw the veiled glory of Yahweh we see “God’s glory displayed 

in the face of Christ”.   

 

Not even our frail humanity is an obstacle to grace.  We might be common clay pots, “jars of 

clay”, but we have treasure beyond measure viz. “the knowledge of God’s glory”.  More than 

romantic fictional treasure as in Treasure Island or the Pirates of the Caribbean, the believer has 

the prospect of eternal treasure stored in heaven.  Jesus, himself said “Where your treasure is, 

there your heart will be also” (Matt 6:21).  Howard Carter may have unearthed the priceless 

treasures of Tutenkamen’s tomb in November 1922 which took years to identify and catalogue, 

but this pales into insignificance in comparison to the treasure of the gospel. 

 

So we need to look beyond our common clay pottage.  We are more than frail, fallible and 

functional beings.  We have eternity in our hearts.  C.S Lewis reminds us that “you have never 

talked to a mere mortal.  Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations - these are mortal.  But it is immortals 

whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub and exploit…  It is a serious business to remember that 

the dullest and most uninteresting person you can talk to may one day be a creature which, if 

you saw it now you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption such 

as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some degree, helping 

each other to one or other of these destinations…  There are no ordinary people”. 

Freddy Mercury and the band Queen may have cried “Who wants to live forever?”  Their 

plaintive answer “But touch my tears with your lips, Touch my world with your fingertips.  And we 

can have forever.  And we can love forever.  Forever is our today”.  Freddy Mercury’s tragic 

death, the result of a reprobate lifestyle, gives the lie to that cry. 

Paul’s answer is not to run away from our humanity in the pursuit of pleasure and material things 

which fail to deliver on their empty promises, rather to embrace the treasure placed by God in 

common clay pots. 
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