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Sermon for June 10, 2012 
 

 10th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Year B 

Scripture Text:  II Corinthians 4:1-18 
  
 
 
It’s Not About Us 
 
It is true that our gospel appears unglorious!  We ourselves are unglorious, persecuted, afflicted, 
perplexed, struck down, and all of this certainly shows weakness.  We and our gospel appear this 

way, however, in order that the real power belongs not to us, but to God.i 
 
 
Several years ago, while Kate and I were attending a Christian Educators conference in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, we took time out from the conference to explore that city and the 
surrounding environs of the Pacific Northwest.  During one of our excursions we found 
ourselves in a small gallery located in one of the many art districts of Vancouver and happened 
upon a wonderful earthen ware platter that was made by a local British Columbia artist.  Since 
we enjoyed the platter so much and since we wanted to have a reminder of our time in 
Vancouver, we purchased the platter and had the gallery ship it to our home.   
 
Several weeks past, after we had returned home from Canada before the package finally arrived.   
And when it did, Kate and I were not too thrilled at how the package looked.  The box was 
covered in tape and had seen far better days.  It was dented and crushed in places and simply 
broken in others.  So as we anxiously opened it up, we feared that the platter inside had suffered 
the same experience as the box.  However upon fully unpacking the platter and carefully 
inspecting it, we found the platter not only intact and unbroken but also well insulated from all of 
the abuse that the shipping box itself had endured.  Thankful that we would not have to deal with 
getting a replacement we placed the platter in a place of honor in our house while doing little 
more than finishing crushing the already bedraggled box getting it ready for disposal.   
 
Our treasure was safe and its shipping container, having served its purpose was discarded. 
 
This short story is but a modern day version of the illustration that the Apostle Paul uses in the 
scripture passage for this morning.   The city of Corinth was a sea faring town located on an 
isthmus that separated the Aegean from the Adriatic seas.  Before the emperor Nero had a 
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channel cut through the isthmus using slaves from the second Jewish revolt, the common 
practice of the day was to drag the merchant boats across the land of the isthmus rather than take 
the time and risk the dangers of treacherous seas and pirates in sailing around the point.  The 
path of this boat dragging was littered with layer upon layer of potsherds from the many broken 
earthen ware vessels that were the common transport container of the day.   
 
The earthen vessel was for that day what the cardboard box has become for us.  They were a 
dime a dozen, manufactured for the express purpose of holding something of value as it was 
transported from point “A” to point “B”.  If it became chipped, cracked or broken it was simply 
tossed out onto the street to become no more than a new layer of paving that would continue to 
be crushed into the ground with each passing foot, or cart or boat.  The value of the vessel was 
only in what it held and it was useful only as long as it could contain what it was loaded with. 
 
So, to those Christians in Corinth, when Paul summoned up the image of a lowly shipping 
container as a comparison to his experience and understanding of what the church was called to 
be and do, two things could no doubt be expected as a response. 
 
First of all, the first hearers of this letter would have a clear understanding of the image.  They 
lived, and worked in this sea town and had no doubt experienced both the dragging of the boats 
through the town from one sea to the other, but had also walked the many roads of the city 
treading upon the thousands of broken and crushed earthen vessels that made up the pavement.  
This was their common experience even as we all have experienced the arrival of some 
cardboard shipping container that was in such bad shape it was good for nothing more than the 
recycling container. 
 
But their second response was, no doubt one of shock.  The people who made up the Corinthian 
churches were not unlike us here in this sanctuary.  The majority of that church membership was 
the middle and upper-middle class folk of Corinth who made their living from the prosperous 
trade that came with being a town in the middle of a major shipping lane.  They were for the 
most part well educated, well fed, well socialized and used to the finer things of life.  They were 
important well connected people in the city and were used to being considered valuable assets to 
both their church and their community.  So it does not take a great leap of the imagination to 
understand the surprise that must have crossed their faces and their minds when this Apostle who 
is writing to them to announce his desire to come for a visit tells them that they are nothing more 
important than a simple shipping container.  In the common vernacular of this day and age it 
would be as if Paul had written to this group of Christians something on the order of, “Being a 
Christian is not about you.  Being a Christian is all about proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ.  
So you are only as important, only as valuable as you are able to hold onto and proclaim that 
message.”  
 
When we are truly honest with ourselves, I suspect that we have far more in common with those 
Christians in Corinth than we would like to admit.  For, I would suspect that we too do not 
particularly like to hear a message that states rather clearly that our value is not about who we are 
or how successful we have been in life, but rather that our value has to do with that which we 
have no control over, the presence of God in our lives. 
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And, as if Paul had not yet made this point clear enough, he continues with a curious set of 
statements.  “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the 
death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made visible in our bodies.”   
 
This list of antitheses allows Paul to make several points at the very same time.  First, it allows 
him to once again make clear what it means to claim identity as a Christian.  For Paul, that 
identity includes the very real possibility that the life of the Christian is not one of success and 
comfort.  Throughout his many letters to the Christian Communities in Asia Minor we witness 
more than one list of the trials and tribulations that Paul himself experienced while traveling 
about proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  There are the lists of beatings, whippings, 
stonings, and shipwrecks.  And there are the accounts of his inglorious escape from one authority 
or another rather than standing firm to receive yet another series of tortures.  All of these being 
recounted not for any hope of pity or praise but rather for the purpose of suggesting that the one 
who claims faith in Jesus Christ will most likely be put in similar circumstances and in doing so 
will find that they too will be seen by those in the world as a failure. 
 
But, the second point that Paul wishes to make is that it is not the world’s definition that matters.  
Just as it is not about us, it is also not about what the world thinks either.  Thus with each of the 
terrible afflictions listed, there is also the phrase, “but not.”  While not lessening the very real 
pain and hurt, that “but not” points to the reality that the power to withstand the hurts comes not 
from us but from God.  For Paul it is clear that the Christian is one who is often seen as a failure 
but it is also clear that for Paul this label of failure, of “the weak one”, is a label that allows for 
the real treasure to shine forth. 
 
Charles Cousar, the recently retired Samuel A. Cartledge Professor of New Testament Studies at 
Columbia Theological Seminary, writes, “The elaboration of the hardships Paul has endured 
indicates that “earthen vessels” signifies not merely the normal mortality of the messengers, but 
specifically their vulnerability to tribulations, perplexities, and persecutions.  The “treasure” – 
that is, the message of Jesus Christ as Lord and as bearer of the divine glory – is conveyed not 
via super-successful vehicles, who encounter no opposition, but by humans who are exposed to 
negative reactions, sometimes violent, which the message is inclined to evoke.  And this 
vulnerability in turn serves a greater end – namely, that people discover that the colossal power 
belongs to God and not to the human bearers of the message.”ii  
 
The message that Paul writes to the Christians in Corinth and that is before us here and now is 
that we are called not to proclaim our own worth, to celebrate our own success, in fact we may 
well find ourselves to be more weak than strong, more humiliated than exalted, and in the eyes of 
those around us more of a failure than a success.  But as the earthen vessels that we are, we are 
called to hold fast and firm to that which we carry – the gospel message of Jesus Christ.  For it is 
God’s strength, God’s power, and God’s wisdom that will not only guide us through all of our 
trials but will also ultimately carry the day. 
 
Many years ago, while still living in Santa Rosa, California, I had the privilege to become friends 
with Presbyterian Minister and Potter Sasha Makovkin.  Not only was Sasha a talented and 
thoughtful potter and theologian, he was also a very dear friend whom we attempted to visit at 
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his home and studio in Mendocino, California any time we were in that part of the country.  As 
one of our favored artists, Kate and I went out of our way to collect as many pieces from his 
works as we could.   And we use these pieces often, all the while remembering the one who 
made them and when we acquired them.   
 
Several years after leaving California, while living and working in Wichita, Kansas, Kate and I 
received a message from Sasha’s wife, Susan, that he had been diagnosed with a rare condition 
which sapped his strength and ended his ability to make anymore pots.   After receiving the 
email, I called to talk with Sasha for a bit to see how he was doing.  The condition had 
progressed so rapidly that he was hardly able to talk without a great deal of effort.   
 
His body was attacking his muscles and would eventually affect his ability to breathe or for his 
heart to beat.  In a fit of anger and frustration I allowed as how this was not a fair end for one 
who was so faithful and one who was so talented.  His answer to me was simply, “It’s not about 
me.  It’s about God.  I have been privileged,” he said, “to use my talents to proclaim God’s love.  
It is now my privilege in my weakness to continue to allow God’s love to shine through me.”   
 
It was not much after that short conversation that I learned that he had died surrounded by his 
family. 
 
Friends, the message that Paul lays out for us is that it is not about us.  Any time we seek to make 
our lives the focal point of our faith we have lost our message and the ability to proclaim God’s 
presence to this world.  But, when we lose ourselves, when we claim the reality that while we 
live we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake we will no less be able to claim that 
the life of Jesus will be made visible in our mortal flesh. 
 
So, just as Paul suffered trials and tribulations but was not ever crushed, destroyed or driven to 
despair because God was always at work in his life; we too are given the opportunity to claim 
our role as the simple transport container for a great and wonderful treasure.  And in doing so we 
too are given the opportunity to proclaim as Paul did that, even though our outer nature is 
wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day.   
 
Thanks be to God for the treasure we have been gifted to carry.  Thanks be to God that it is not 
about us but about God. 
 
Amen. 
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