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For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give 

the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.  2 Cor. 4:6 

 

 Second Corinthians is the Apostle Paul’s most autobiographical letter. It tells of his life 

before he came to Corinth. It tells of his ministry in Corinth. It tells of his outer work as a pastor 

and of his inner life as a person. In the passage before us now, Paul gives an account of what has 

kept him from losing heart when he might otherwise have given up. 

 

 We can find hope for today in Paul’s autobiographical theology.  As for our need for 

hope, the matter is stark. Consider the current conditions in the country as a whole and in the 

church in this country. 

 

The nation is bitterly – even dangerously – divided along just about every line you can 

think of – race, class, region, religion, gender, sexual orientation. Cooperation across any line 

seems out the window. Hate-filled rhetoric stokes what is already uncomfortable and violence 

seems to be on the verge of erupting any moment of any day. Those who occupy positions of 

leadership appear unwilling to listen to the other side, preferring instead to hear only what they 

want to hear and to shout only what they want to echo. Nobody likes the situation we are in, but 

nobody seems capable of getting us out of it. 

 

 The church in America and elsewhere is diminished. Vestiges of it remain, of course, but, 

by and large, culture seems to be losing interest in religion. Whole denominations are older, 

smaller, and poorer than they once were.
1
 Churches are now on the sidelines where they can be 

but spectators of situations they feel powerless to help.
2
 This was the case before the pandemic 

hit. Now, after the pandemic, churches face the uphill battle of trying to re-reach their own 

people again, much less the rest of society.  

 

 The need for hope is stark. We might well be in a mood to say what Sir Edward Grey said 

at the start of World War I: “The lamps are going out all over Europe, we shall not see them lit 

again in our lifetime.”
3
 That is something of our mood now. We look at our nation. We look at 

the present state of Christianity. And we fear the lights are going out. 

 

 But, before you let yourself give in to hopelessness, drop into our present milieu of 

despair this magnificent verse from the Apostle Paul’s autobiography: “For it is the God who 
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said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the 

knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”  Pause with me before this grand 

verse and hear it speak of bright hope for tomorrow. It tells of the power of God, the plan of 

God, and the purpose of God. 

 

The power of God 

 Paul was a biblical scholar and knew his Old Testament, though of course he wouldn’t 

have called it that. He knew the opening page of the Bible that tells of the opening scene of 

history. Before there was land or sky or sea, before there was man or woman or creature of any 

kind, before there was city or farm or road or path – before there was anything at all, there was 

God and there was absolute nothingness, a kind of nothingness the Bible writer could only 

describe as an endless expanse of churning water. God spoke into that nothingness and said, “Let 

there be light.” And just at that instant there was creation. God spoke something into being right 

where there was nothing, not even the hope of anything. God said, “Let there be light” and there 

was light. That is the power of God. 

 

 Paul not only read about this power in his Bible he saw it at work in his own ministry 

right there in Corinth. There wasn’t a Christian congregation in Corinth when he went to that 

city. There wasn’t even the hope of there being one. Corinth was built on as isthmus. It had a 

port on its East and one on its West. It was a transportation hub and land routes of all kinds made 

their way to and from Corinth. All of that made Corinth a city of great commercial wealth. It was 

also a city with a reputation for poor morality. To say that someone was behaving like a 

Corinthian was a way of saying they were practicing sexual improprieties.
4
 Corinth had sex on 

its mind and money on its mind; when it did not have either sex or money on its mind it had 

sports on its mind. The so-called Isthmian Games – a kind of Olympics – were held in Corinth 

once every two years and people from all over Greece came to participate and to watch.
5
 That 

intense preoccupation with money, sex, and sports gave little room for religion in Corinth, 

especially this new religion called Christianity. But Paul came to town, and it was as if God said, 

“Let there be a church” and there was a church.  It is utterly amazing there was a Christian 

congregation at all in Corinth, but the power of God made it happen. Paul saw it. He read about it 

in his Old Testament and he saw it happen before his own eyes. 

 

 Now Paul’s experience can inspire us today. We have this present darkness I described in 

the introduction: a nation in turmoil, a church in decline, and prospects that look feeble no matter 

which way we turn. But never forget this. God has the power to speak into this present darkness 

and to say “Let there be light.” Right where there is nothing God has the power to begin 

something. That in itself is enough to keep a soul from losing heart. 

 

The plan of God 

 How will God speak something into being where there is nothing? That brings us to the 

plan of God that Paul envisions in 2 Corinthians. 
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 The plan of God here differs from that early Old Testament experience related on the 

Bible’s first page. God acted alone there. The first sentences of Genesis show nothing but God 

and that deep, churning, chaotic abyss of nothingness. God acted alone in speech to call 

something into being where there was nothing. That was God’s plan then. 

 

 Now Paul sees it is God’s plan to use what he calls earthen vessels – common clay jars. 

The image led Dr. Blackwood to think of bunch of cracked crocks lined up together.
6
 These 

earthen vessels Paul has in mind are imperfect human beings. God’s plan is to pour the treasure 

of the gospel into these common clay jars and use imperfect people to bring about the divine 

purpose. That is starting with almost another kind of nothingness! 

 

 The first cracked crock Paul knew anything about was himself. We do not know what 

Paul looked like, of course, but there is a kind of prose cartoon of him that comes to us from late 

in the second century, long after he lived. It describes him as short, bald, bow-legged, uni-

browed, and hook-nosed.
7
 If that were the case, he was far different from the athletes who came 

to participate in the Isthmian Games, displaying their strength, agility, coordination, and 

artfulness. Paul apparently had none of that.
8
 He knows people made fun of him for the way he 

looked and talked (2 Cor. 10:10). He knew, too, that he had that agonizing malady he called his 

thorn in his flesh (2 Cor. 12:7). Whatever it was that the people in Corinth may have been 

looking for, Paul – in his person – did not have it. He was an earthen vessel, a common clay pot 

whom God used. 

 

 The other cracked crock Paul knew something about was the church itself. My professor 

of preaching, Dr. John S. Baird, delivered the sermon at my ordination 39 years ago today. His 

text that day was our passage from 2 Corinthians 4. He told the congregation that his professor of 

preaching, Dr. Blackwood, thought of the clay jars as cracked crocks. But then he said that when 

he was a pastor and told his people that they were nothing but a bunch of cracked crocks, they 

got mad at him! Paul wasn’t afraid to tell his congregation they were nothing but a bunch of 

cracked crocks: 

Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by 

human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. But 

God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is 

weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the 

world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing the things that are . . . . (1 Cor. 

1:26-28) 

And today Corinth is remembered primarily not for its commerce, not for is licentiousness, and 

not for its Isthmian Games but for this little congregation that came into being in that city. It 

wasn’t big. It wasn’t wise. It wasn’t powerful. It was foolish. It was weak. It was unsteady. But 

God used its weakness to magnify divine power and that made all the difference. 

 

 When you look at the present state of the church, the task before it, and the odds against it 

don’t lose heart! God specializes is using cracked crocks to achieve divine results. 
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The purpose of God 

 So the power of God can transform nothing into something and the plan of God is to use 

human weakness in the exercise of that power. Our thought now turns to the purpose of God. 

What purpose does God have in using this power according to this plan? 

 

 One of the New Testament scholars I drew upon for background material for this sermon 

was once interviewed for a magazine article. During the interview spoke of his appreciation for 

the Apostle Paul and called Paul perhaps the best writer of all time.
9
 

 

 He did not point to the sentences before us today, but one sentence that in my mind 

qualifies Paul for that high estimation of his writing is this: “For it is the God who said, ‘Let light 

shine out of darkness,’ who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the 

glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” Linger a while with the cascade of prepositional 

phrases that comes at the end: 

to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. 

 

 I think it is better to pause in wonder before these words than to try to parse them out. 

They tell of God’s purpose: to give – to give light – to give the light of knowledge – light that is 

nothing earthly in origin but the very glory of God, which is to say God’s eternal and internal 

goodness and love. And Paul says God’s whole purpose in shining forth this goodness and love 

upon the earth is and has been made historical in one person – Jesus Christ – whose face – that 

is, whose personality and character – we know. 

 

 Paul’s great celebration – the thing that keeps him from losing heart – is that this purpose 

of God has been achieved in real time through a bunch of cracked crocks. The power of God has 

been at work according to the plan of using people weak as weak could be, and because of God’s 

power, plan, and purpose there stands a church in Corinth and it stands against every possible 

odd. Paul testifies with amazement in the sentence that immediately follows the passage we had 

read this morning. Paul knows he and the church are cracked crocks yet he testifies, 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed . . . . (2 Cor. 

4:8-9) 

The undiminished, unabated, undepleted power of God is achieving its plan and purpose through 

ordinary and weak human instruments. 

 

 Well now, there is our bright hope for tomorrow which gives strength for today.
10

 The 

power of God is in place. The plan of God is in place. The purpose of God is in place. And what 

God has put in place no one can put asunder. It will be achieved even if it looks as though 

nothing will ever happen. We are not yet where we want to be, of course. We are not where we 

                                                 
9
 “A Man of Unchanging Faith: An Interview with F. F. Bruce,” Christianity Today, October 1980, posted October 

10, 1980. https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1980/october-10/man-of-unchanging-faith.html. Accessed June 8, 

2021. 
10

 The phrasing comes from Thomas O. Chisholm, “Great Is Your Faithfulness,” New Century Hymnal (Cleveland: 

Pilgrim, 1995), #423, verse 3. 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1980/october-10/man-of-unchanging-faith.html


once were. But don’t lose heart. Don’t lose heart. It may seem as though lights are going out, but, 

as Pastor John Robinson now famously said to his Pilgrim congregation, “God has yet more light 

and truth to break forth from [God’s] holy word.”
11

 

 

 Cracked crocks, listen: it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has 

shone in our hearts - - and who will shine in your hearts - - to give the light of the knowledge of 

the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. Don’t lose heart!     
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