THE FORTUNE OF THE FRAIL

"But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the ewcellency of the wower may be
of Ged, and not of us." II Corinthians 4:7.

When wealth is found in unlikely places or genius appears in shabby clreumstances, you
have the making of a good news story. Such a case was related in the Desder's Digest
some months ago. John Gunther was the reporter.. Albert Sehweitzer wss the one revorted
on, and he is one of the world's best known missionary doctors. What gave the story its
dramatic power and appeal was the fact that Guunther found Schweitzer, s man renowned in
philosophy, medicine, theelogy &nd music, living in the hesrt of Africa under a Christian
compulsion of service, toiling for savages in an oppreszively fropiecal land,

In his simple guarters Schweitzer often, late at night, sits down at an old, over-sized
piano that was once given him by the Psris Bach Society. It is lined with zine to protect
it against dampness and the ravaging termites, On and on Schweitzer plays for the sheer
joy of the mmsic. Gunther concluded his artiecle with these wordss: "It was g fascinating
privilege to hear him play, and it is this pieture of him, sitting at that baltered old
wreck of a plano in the middle of the zilent, ereeping jungle, that I shall remember
best.” :

There you have ift--a brillisnt jewel in 2 pewber setting, grandeur blazing oul smid the
gloom, a diamond found in a dustpan.

Now this is essentially the idea that f1lls and fascinstes Paul's mind as he writes our
text, He thinks of the Christ Who, by the Foly Spirit, lives in his hearit and of the
good news of Christ that he has the nrivilspge of spresding wvherever he goes. Then he
thinks of himself, of the wncomplimentary thinges that he kmows about himself end the
unflattering things that others have said sboubt him. He ilgn't handsome. He isn't
eloguent, Sometimes his persecubtors hest him up and lesve him an uwgly-looking mess,
His health is not robust and often he aches with wesriness, At best he tastes the
limitations of an imperfect mind srd sz mortal bedy,

So from Paul's heart there comes this testimony, which is both an humble confession and
a thrilling exclamation: "But we have this treasure in esrthen vessels, that the excellency
of the power may be ef God, and not of us." TII Corinthisms L:7.
I. The Deseriptien,
let us observe clgsely how thig tresszure is desecribed. The whole jewel iz 12id open
before us in the preceding verse., 'For God, who commanded the light to shine out
of darkness, hath shined in ouwr hesrts, to give the light of the knowledge of the
glery of God in the face of Jesus Christ," IT Corinthisns 4:6. MNote the deseription
of the amazing fortune that is ours as children of Cod and Christian witnesses.
Cell it "light," says Panl. Doesn't that make it interesting?
Call it the "ight of knowledge." Doesa't that make it alluring?
Call it "the light of the knowledge of glory." Doesn't that meke it fascinating?

Call it "the light of the knowledge of the glory of God.®™ Doesn't that make it
thrilling,

Call it, finally, "the light of ithe knowledge of fThe glory of God in the face of
Jesus Christ." Doesn't that mske 1t utterly desirable?

Rednced to other and perhaps simpler terms, what Paul is saying is this: the fortune
of the Christian iz his possession of Christ and, through Him, the knowliedge of Ged
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in His saving grace and holy glory.

1.

3.

Christ is the focused glory of Cod.

The Psalmist said, "The heavens declare the glory of God; erd the firmsment sheweth
his handywork." Psalm 1¢:1. There you have the ecreative slory of God spread
abroad or diffused through the vast ingenuities and wonders represented by the

sun, moon and stars,

Turn then and lock at Jesus Christ our Iord. FHere you see the glory of God
revealed in a face. BHere it is Cod's glery become personal-~not diffused but
focused. There are two ways to look at beauty: discuss it as an idea, an
abstraction, or see it in a rocse, or a sumset, or & nair of lovely eves. There
are two ways to appreach the glory of God: Iimpersonzlly in nature or personally
in Jesus Christ. It is the Christ way for me, says Paunl.

Christ is the full glory of God.

According to the scriptures, the glory of God iz revealed to men historieally

in stages, and the revelation meves on to a purposed climax, The first stage

of the revelation is to be seen in mature, in the heavens above and the world
around. DBut there is gnother stare. "Bul if the ministration of death, written
and engraven in stones, was slorious, se that the children of Israel could not
stedfastly behold the face of Moses for the wlory‘of his countenance; which

glory was to be done away: Fow shall not the minisitration of the spirit be rather
glorious?" II Corinthians 3:7-8, That is to say, the law, while it reflescted
the majesty and holiness of God, =znd while it szerved to make men aware of their
sinfulness and to restrain them from unbridled evil, could not change their hearts
or forgive thelr sins, HNevertheless, the moral glory of God shone in that law.

But history moves on. Tt moves on because Cod moves in and through it, And
Pinally we come to Christ, '"But when the fulness of the time was coms, God sent
forth his Son, made of a woman, made under the law, To redeem them that were
under the law, that we might receive the adoptien of sons.," Gelatisns 4:4-5.

Men onmee looked at the stars ancd said God is pa:erful«*that is His glory. Men
later looked at Sinal and seid, God is holy--that is His glory. But at long
last they looked a2t His Son and sald, CGod is love—-and that is His glory. The
full fact is, as we see it in Ghrist, that God, Vho is powerful enough to create
us and holy encugk to judge us, is loving enough to save us.

Christ is the fadeless gloxy ef God.
"And not as Moses, which put a vail over his face, that the children of Israel
could not stedfaqtly look to the end of that which is abolished," II Corinthians

3:13.

Some have drawn the hasty conclusion that Moses, returning from his lonely vigils
with Cod on Mourt Sinsi, pubt a2 vell over his face because the brightness would
be too great for the men of Israel to endure. Not at all, says Paul. The glory
on Mogses'! face, gplendid as it was, would fade awey; and, in these circumstances,
it was best for the fact of its fading te be hidden from the people,

In contrast with the passing glory of Moses' experience is the permanent revelation
we have in Christ. "The glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ" is more and
nore reflected in the faces of those who possess Christ as their treasure.

The Despository.

Ilet us observe where this treasure is deposited, "Bul we have thisg treasure in earthen
vegsels, that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us.® II Corinthisns

L.
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Paul was not blind to his physical wealmesses. Fis eritice did nob hesitate to

oeint them out, and there wass cruelty as well as contemrt in the way they did it,

His enemies ridienled his "hodily precence® as "wesk! snd his "speech" as "econtemptible.!
"For his letiers, say they, are weichiy and powerful; bul his bodily presence is ﬁeak,
and his speech contempiible.™ IT Corinthians 10:10,

In chapter eleven, in a passsase that moves one to the depths, Paul frankly ackuowledges
bhow fragile is the body thet houses his unbreaksble soul as he goes ebout proclaiming
Christ. Five times he had been given = laghing of thirty-nine stripes, Three times
he was beaten with rods. Three iimes he was shipwrecked, Hs had known exhaustion,
pain, long vigils, hunger and thirst, doing without meals, cold and lack of elothing.

It was in and through a beaten, battered body like that that the presence and glory
of Jesus Christ expressed itself., Tha® is the fortune of the frail. Tt was a case
of the treasure of God!'s glory in Christ being deposited "in a frail vessel of earth."

ITI. The Design.

Having considered the description apd the depository of this treasure, we shall note
what is designed by this arrangement of a fortune so rich in a receptacle go frail.
The reason for 'it, says Paul, is "that the excellercy of the power may be of God,
and not of us,¥ : B '

The ability to bfeak is the power man exercises. It is the power he covets. Sometimes
it is breaking a record. Sometimes it is breaking a competitor., Sometimes it is
breaking an enewy.  Thal is man's pover, He glories in it,

But the ability %o be broken--how different that is! I% requires nothing less than
the veower of God. ' : _

The cne makes for pri&e; the other for humility. The one gives us a swelled head;
the other a bowed heart, : '

See what power this is that God desipgms for ws. It ig such that wher we are broken
by God, we are unbreskable by anything owtside of Him. That is what Pawl means when
he says in substance, ™le are handiczvred on all sides, but never frustrated.” There
are no dead-end streets for those who trust Cod. Delays? Yes, just as with Israel
at the Red Sea. But no defests--God makes a way through.

Paul says, "e are puzzled, but never in despair." Here is power that holds us
hopefully steady when God doesn't give all the answers to all our gquestions. We
belleve there are answers and He has them in His keeping, We trust Him utterly.

"le are persecuted, but we never have to stand it alone." 1In the loneliness of his
persecution, Paul felt a higher Presence still., He told Timothy that when he was
on trial, "The Iord stood by me." II Timothy 4:17.

"We may be knocked down, but we are never knocked out." We have the power to bounce
back, regardless of the blows that hit uvs.

Well, there is God's design, cried Paul, in giving ug this treasure of Christ in
earthen vessels. It is His purpose that through our very weakness His power may be
released.

When we are hemmed in by circumstances, we shall receive power to get through. Vhen
we are frazzled out with perplexities, we shall receive power to hope on. When

we are held wo to scorn, we shall receive power to take it. When we are beaten down
by the devastating blow, we shall receive power to rise again.

Such is the fortune of the frail, the metchless treasure of God's glory that we have
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