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2 Corinthians 4:5–7  

For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as 

your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said,  

“Let light shine out of darkness,”  

has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 

the face of Jesus Christ.  

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 

belongs to God and not to us. 

Amphorae. 

They were the mass-market beverage containers of the ancient world — 

distinctive, two-handled clay jars used by Greek and Roman merchants to 

transport wine and other products.  

Some amphorae were glazed and intricately decorated, intended for use by the 

upper classes.  

Most were not, having been fashioned from plebeian red clay. 

The typical amphora when full weighed about 100 pounds. Sailors would stack 

them by the dozens in the holds of their ships, lacing ropes through the twin 

handles to stabilize them in rough seas.  

  Once the amphorae had been delivered to their destination and their contents 

consumed, no one bothered shipping the empties back to their point of origin. It 

wasn’t economical to do so: amphorae were cheap and plentiful. It was easier just 

to smash them. There’s a hill in Rome, near the River Tiber, called Monte 
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Testaccio. It’s more than 100 feet high and nearly a kilometer in circumference. 

It’s not a natural hill at all. It’s an ancient trash heap, composed of the fragments 

of nearly 53 million amphorae! 

Beverages today are far more likely to arrive in clear plastic bottles. 

➢ A million plastic bottles are bought around the world every minute. 

➢ More than 480 billion plastic drinking bottles were sold in 2016 across the 

world. 

➢ If placed end to end, they would extend more than halfway to the sun.  

➢ By 2021, this may increase to 583 billion. 

➢ Most plastic bottles used for soft drinks and water are made from 

polyethylene terephthalate (Pet), which is highly recyclable. But as their use 

soars across the globe, efforts to collect and recycle the bottles to keep 

them from polluting the oceans are failing to keep up.  

➢ So many plastic water bottles are bobbing in the world’s oceans today that 

they’ve become an environmental cataclysm-in-the-making.  

Captain Charles Moore is credited with discovering the Great Pacific Garbage 

Patch. 

He describes his first encounter with this slowly-rotating spiral of waste:  

“As I gazed from the deck at the surface of what ought to have been a pristine 

ocean, I was confronted, as far as the eye could see, with the sight of plastic. It 

seemed unbelievable, but I never found a clear spot. In the week it took to cross 

the subtropical high, no matter what time of day I looked, plastic debris was 

floating everywhere! 
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Whether composed of the red clay of the ancient world or the polyethylene 

bottles of the 21st century, disposable beverage containers have long been with 

us. The container is of little consequence; it’s the contents that are important. 

  In 2 Corinthians 4:7, it’s surely a disposable beverage container — an amphora 

— Paul has in mind as he writes,  

But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 

belongs to God and not to us. 

Corinth was a major port. Undoubtedly the wharves of Corinth’s harbor were 

stacked high with thousands, of amphorae waiting to be loaded onto ships. We 

can imagine the apostle remembering that distinctive sight as he writes to the 

Corinthians. It’s a visual aid they know well. 

Ancient amphorae held treasure indeed; for wine, to the people of the Roman 

Empire, was more than merely a beverage. It was liquid wealth. 

Think of the dilemma faced by ancient vineyard owners. Their crop was fragile 

and highly perishable. Grapes couldn’t travel far. Today we don’t have that 

problem. Like many other forms of agricultural produce, bunches of grapes can be 

shipped around the world in refrigerated cargo ships, trucks, rail cars and 

airplanes. But that wasn’t an option for the ancients. 

The solution was to stomp their grapes into a pulp, let the juice drip down into 

collection vats and then ferment it. Wine is, of course, perishable, but with its 

alcohol content it’s far less susceptible to spoilage than the original grapes. Before 

the invention of wine, vineyard owners were sharply limited in their agricultural 
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yield. Using the technology of winemaking, coupled with cheap, mass-produced 

amphorae, landowners made the leap from subsistence farming to agribusiness. 

Clay jars are an apt metaphor for Paul as he writes to the Corinthians about how 

God uses ordinary people to bear divine truth to their neighbors. He and his 

helpers have evidently become the target of certain detractors who have charged 

him with seeking acclaim for himself as he goes about his apostolic work.  

“Not so!” replies Paul. “You’ve got us all wrong. For what we proclaim is not 

ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ 

sake.” 

It’s Paul’s earnest desire that in his preaching and teaching he does not become 

an object of adulation. Only one is fit for a Christian’s adulation: Jesus the Lord. 

As for Paul himself, he readily adopts the label of “slave for Jesus’ sake.” 

This learned rabbi of great erudition and rhetorical talent — turns his back on 

personal fame and gives all glory to Christ.  

I’m just the container, the clay jar, the plastic bottle! 

Pay no attention to me; focus your praises on the one I’m bringing to you,  

Jesus the Lord! 

 

This is similar to something he wrote to the Philippians as he was likewise 

struggling to define himself and his ministry. In chapter 3 of that letter, Paul 

constructs what could be called his spiritual résumé. Cataloguing his reasons for 

having “confidence in the flesh,” Paul recalls: 



Treasure in Plastic Bottles. June 3, 2018 2 Corinthians 4:5-12 

 

5 
 

➢ his birth into the people of Israel,  

➢ his distinguished ancestry as a member of the tribe of Benjamin,  

➢ his exalted status as a Pharisee,  

➢ his flawless record as a persecutor of heresies (including Christianity),  

➢ as well as all the progress he made in the pursuit of righteousness.  

Yet, all these human achievements, he maintains, are nothing — even rubbish to 

be cast away — compared to “the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord” (Philippians 3:4-8). 

The outward form of Paul the apostle — truly an earthen vessel — is not the 

point. It’s only the message he bears — the good news of Jesus Christ — that’s 

worth paying attention to. 

This is a hard thing for most of us to wrap our minds around because we’ve been 

so carefully schooled to value ambition and achievement. Yet, in our Christian 

faith we have a treasure surpassing anything we ourselves could possibly achieve. 

And it’s a gift — totally free and undeserved.  

We do well to encourage our children to be ambitious, to work hard, to make a 

success of themselves. Yet, we also do well to teach them that ambition can be a 

two-edged sword. Even the most impressive, shimmering material success is but a 

rude clay pot compared to the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus our Lord. 

But Paul doesn’t stop there. 

He goes on to describe the relationship between the container and the treasure 

like this: 

2 Corinthians 4:7–10 
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But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 

belongs to God and not to us. 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 manifested in our bodies.  

This (our body) is a clay pot, a plastic bottle, that contains the treasure of eternal 

life through the gift of faith in Jesus Christ. 

Stuff is going to happen to the container as we live in this fallen world: 

➢ Injury,  

➢ illness, 

➢ disease, 

➢ aging! 

We will be dented and scratched and cracked! 

But none of that will affect the treasure within, that is perfect and indestructible 

as we trust in Christ! 

For God, who said,  

“Let light shine out of darkness,”  
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has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in 

the face of Jesus Christ.  

South African cleric Desmond Tutu said, 

We are the light bulbs. Our job is to remain screwed in. 

➢ Keep the faith! 

➢ Trust in Christ! 

➢ Let His light shine! 

➢ It’s not about me; it’s about Him! 

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 manifested in our bodies.  

 


