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“Hidden Treasure”
Isaiah 6:1-8; 2 Corinthians 4:1-12 November 9, 2014

As a child, one of the delights leading up to Christmas 
was trying to figure out what was in those packages under 
the tree. Some treasures were beautifully wrapped in 
colorful paper and tied with complicated bows. Others 
were more plain large boxes wrapped in newsprint and held 
together with packing tape. The larger or fancier the box 
did not necessarily mean the bigger or more valuable gift. 
To fool the prying eyes of our siblings, we learned the art of 
wrapping the gift in a series of smaller boxes to disguise the 
treasure within. Sometimes, the most surprising treasure 
came in the most unexpected package.   

When Paul talks about the treasure of the gospel, he 
speaks of the incongruity between the treasure and its 
outward package. Paul writes: “We have this treasure in 
clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary 
power belongs to God and does not come from us” (2 
Corinthians 4:7). God’s holy message of salvation comes 
to us in human form. God did not rent a celestial electronic 
sign to advertise the good news; God did not create a 
monument in stone to tell the gospel; God did not create a 
decoder machine to unlock the secrets of the cosmos. No, 
God sent Jesus. John writes: “The word became flesh and 
dwelt among us full of grace and truth; we have beheld 
his glory, glory as of the Father’s only Son.” The gospel is 
revealed in a human life. 

From the beginning, God has been calling and sending 
ordinary people like you and me to bear witness from within 
ourselves to the treasure of God’s word. Abraham and Sarah 
were already old when God chose them to be bearers of the 
promise; Moses claimed he was an ill-equipped stutterer 
unfit to lead the people from bondage to freedom. Mary 
was a shy, inexperienced young girl whom God chose to be 
the mother of Jesus.  

Isaiah was going about his priestly duties in the Temple 
when God filled the sanctuary and took his breath away.  
The contrast between the grandeur of God and the ordinary 
character of Isaiah’s nature - between the holiness of God 
and the sinfulness of human life - overwhelmed him. He 
cried out, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean 
lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips.” He had 

signed on to be a priest taking care of his daily duties. It was 
a routine he knew well. He knew how to check every box 
on the “to do” list. He had no idea of ever being a prophet. 
Yet, God cleansed him and made him a prophet to speak 
the divine word to the people. In some of the most difficult 
days of Jerusalem, Isaiah spoke God’s word of judgment, 
grace and hope. He was an ordinary man – an earthen 
vessel - chosen for a divine task. Isaiah was not perfect. His 
strength came from God. I imagine that when he failed, 
God picked him up, brushed him off and put him back on 
his feet. He was God’s clay jar into which the Lord poured 
the word to speak.   

The very same power of God that was in Isaiah is in 
you. Clay pots - earthen vessels - that’s what we are. Apart 
from God, we don’t look all that promising; but in God 
we find towering strength. The disciples didn’t look all 
that promising either. They were not particularly wise, 
rich or well educated. From what we read in the gospels, 
they were more scared than courageous and more likely to 
misunderstand than to understand. Yet, Jesus said to Peter 
that on the rock of faith he would build the church and the 
gates of hell would not prevail against it! When Paul came 
to Galatia to spread the word, Paul had a bodily ailment 
or sickness that was a hindrance and difficulty for them. 
Instead of scorning or rejecting Paul, they welcomed him 
as an angel of God. Paul reminds the Christians in Corinth 
that they were not such a pretty package either; yet God 
was using them to share the gospel. 

From time to time I hear Christians say things like: 
“What do I have to offer God?”
“I don’t have any special gifts or talents.” 
“I am not good with words; I never know what to say.”
What do we have to offer God? Nothing and everything. 

We do not come to the Lord with a completed résumé or 
a strategic plan for the kind of service we plan to offer. We 
come as empty vessels to be filled and used. God will give 
us the gifts we need and the words to speak. God fills us 
with the treasure of the gospel. You go to a Bible study and 
you make a new friend. You work at the Bazaar and you 
offer the only kind word a person has heard all day. You 
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volunteer to teach the youth and you find you learn more 
than you ever knew. You join the Monday prayer team and 
you find your spiritual life opening up for the first time.  
You give sacrificially and you find more joy than you ever 
imagined in giving your money away. All we have to do 
is get our egos, arrogance, stubbornness and pride out of 
the way and let the gospel shine through. We have this 
treasure in earthen vessels to show that the transcendent 
power belongs to God and not to ourselves. There will 
always be and should always be something unpolished, 
roughhewn, fresh, unexpected and bold about the way we 
share the gospel in word and deed. 

The Scottish preacher, James Stewart, once asked what 
was needed to equip the church for its mission today. Do 
we need more modern techniques, a new organizational 
structure or a prettier package? While these things may be 
helpful, he responded, “The need is surely this: a far deeper 
sense of the riches we possess, a far livelier appropriation 
of the supernatural, transcendent resources that are always 
present to faith in a risen Lord. All the springs of missionary 
power and passion are in these three words, ‘Jesus, priceless 
treasure” (To God Be the Glory, p.19).  

We get into trouble when think we can do it all or 
when we try to go it alone. This is why Paul reminds the 
Corinthians of the priceless treasure within them. It is easy 
to feel overwhelmed when we confuse the clay pot with 
the gospel treasure. The apostles faced difficulties at every 
turn, but they knew Jesus who called them, filled them and 
stood by them. Therefore Paul could say, “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 Corinthians 4: 8-9).   

One of the reasons our congregation has created an 
outreach effort called “Partners in Ministry” is because 
we know that pastors, like congregations can become 
overwhelmed. The Rev. Barb Parker, a retired Presbyterian 
pastor in our congregation, serves as a mentor to 19 
pastors in central Indiana to provide support, coaching 
and encouragement in their ministry. Many of these 
pastors serve small congregations in isolated communities. 
When problems and difficulties arise, some of them have 
nowhere to go and no one to whom they can turn for help. 
In such situations, burnout, depression and poor decisions 
are common. A part of her ministry is helping these pastors 
recognize their human limitations as earthen vessels and to 
embrace the treasure God has placed within their lives. 

As followers of Jesus and as a congregation, we are 
always facing challenges that seem far beyond our capacity 

to meet. Our nation and world need the gospel now more 
than ever. We live in difficult times. Families are in crisis; 
neighbors are physically and spiritually hungry. Each 
week we seem to face more troubling news. When we feel 
overwhelmed, tired or afraid, there is a tendency to circle 
the wagons, to withdraw from the community around 
us, to close our minds and hearts, and to stammer about 
all the things we cannot do. Sometimes we only see the 
clay vessel of our lives and we do not see the power of God 
within us. It is a recipe for the death of the church.  

There is within each one the treasure of the gospel – the 
words of life we share, the deeds of justice we do and the 
acts of love we offer. This is not a time to retreat or wring 
our hands in helplessness; it is a moment to rely upon the 
hidden treasure of the gospel within us and do the very 
thing that we know God wants us to do. In the power of 
Christ, there is nothing we cannot do.


