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June 3, 2018             2nd Sunday After Pentecost        II Corinthians 4:5-12         COJLBC 

 
 
  

Beat Up, But Still Upbeat!   by Mark Jarvinen 

 
5For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves 
as your servants for Jesus' sake. 6For God, who said, "Let light shine out of 
darkness," made his light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the 
knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  

 7But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing 
power is from God and not from us. 8We are hard pressed on every side, 
but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; 9persecuted, but not 
abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed. 10We always carry around in 
our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed 
in our body. 11For we who are alive are always being given over to death for 
Jesus' sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body. 12So then, 
death is at work in us, but life is at work in you. (II Corinthians 4:5-12) 

The famous author, Mark Twain, was taking a train trip and didn't want to 

carry his briefcase on board.  He asked the baggage handler if he thought the 

briefcase was strong enough to be checked into the baggage compartment. 

The baggage handler shrugged and promptly hurled the briefcase to the 

pavement.  "That, sir, is what she'll get in Philadelphia!" he said.  Then he 

picked up the briefcase and slammed it five or six times against the side of the 

railroad car.  "That's what she'll get in Chicago!  Finally, he threw the 

briefcase on the ground and began to stomp on it until the author's books and 

papers began falling out.  "That's what she'll get in Sioux City!  As Twain 

watched in disbelief, the baggage handler handed him his now mangled 

briefcase and said, "If you're going farther than Sioux City, I suggest you 

carry it on the train yourself."  (Sermon Central) 
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Have you ever felt like Mark Twain's briefcase - all beat up?  The apostle 

Paul, the author of today's text, certainly did.  His life as a missionary involved 

considerable suffering for the sake of the Gospel.  Verses 8 & 9 of our text 

says he was "hard pressed," (suggesting close, hand to hand combat;)  

"perplexed," (bewildered, or at a loss for words); "persecuted," (harshly 

mistreated  by the foe);  and "struck down," (knocked to the ground by 

blows).  In II Corinthians 7:5,  Paul says of his life in the ministry - "we were 

harassed at every turn - conflicts on the outside, fears within."  

Furthermore, allow me to summarize Paul’s distresses based on II 

Corinthians 11: 24-29, where it says he was whipped, beaten with rods, 

stoned, shipwrecked and marooned at sea, constantly on the move, and 

in danger from rivers, bandits, countrymen, Gentiles, the city, the 

country, the sea and from false brothers.  He was over-worked, sleep 

deprived, hungry, thirsty, cold, naked, and under the daily pressure of 

his concern for the churches he planted. 

Many of us, if placed in Paul’s shoes, might have questioned God’s call 

on our lives.  In our existential culture, where we know little about delayed 

gratification, and where we hate inconvenience, let alone suffering, we assume 

that if God wants us to do mission work, He’ll pave the way for us.  Yet, Paul's 

life speaks volumes to us about the reality of adversity and how to bear up 

under it.  In fact, Paul didn't merely survive his adversity, he somehow thrived 

in spite of it. With God’s help, the Apostle Paul emerged as one who was beat 

up, but still upbeat.  How did he remain positive in his outlook in the face of 

suffering?  Let’s examine the text more closely. 
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I.  PAUL ENCOUNTERED CHRIST PERSONALLY. 

Notice v. 6, which says,  

"For God, who said, ̀ Let light shine out of darkness,' made his light 
shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of 
God in the face of Christ."  

  
Most scholars see this reference to “God’s light shining in our hearts” 

as an allusion to Paul’s own personal experience with Christ on the Damascus 

road.  In Acts 9 we read the account of Saul of Tarsus on horseback, 

hastening toward Damascus to arrest Christians, when suddenly a bright light 

from heaven flashed around him, causing him to fall from his horse.  With that 

light came a very personal revelation of Jesus Christ.  In that moment, God 

dispelled Saul’s personal darkness, and imparted to him a knowledge of the 

Savior that he would later share with all whom he met. Saul's encounter with 

the living Christ on the Damascus road so profoundly re-framed his knowledge 

of God and personal identity in God, that his name became Paul and no 

adversity could divert him from sharing Christ's reality with others.  If any of us 

discovered an undisputed cure for cancer, would we be able to keep it to 

ourselves?  Paul had discovered something even more far-reaching and 

eternal in its scope, i.e, how to be right with God. Therefore, sharing this good-

news gave him his purpose for living.  Something as dynamic and life-

changing as a personal encounter with the resurrected Lord, the very Lord 

whose followers Paul had once persecuted, was something that he couldn’t 

ignore.  Paul often called himself the “foremost of sinners,” because of his 

background as a persecutor of the church.  With that in mind, it’s hard to 
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believe that God would choose Paul to be His mouthpiece to the Gentile world! 

 Paul could only marvel at the wonder of God's grace.  When the going got 

tough, Paul reflected upon God's grace and found the strength to carry on.  

God's grace is there for us in hardship too.  Where do we find the strength to 

remain upbeat?  By remembering that the light that shone in Paul's heart is 

available for all who believe the gospel. 

 

How else did Paul stay upbeat about his sufferings? 

II.  PAUL IDENTIFIED WITH THE SUFFERINGS OF CHRIST. 

In vv. 10 - 11 we read:  

"We always carry around in our body the death of Jesus, so that 
the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our body.  For we who are alive 
are always being given over to death for Jesus' sake, so that his life may 
be revealed in our mortal body."   

 
First, let me say that Paul is not suggesting that our suffering for the 

sake of Christ can add anything to the atoning sacrifice of Christ on the cross 

in terms of its power to save.  “… Christ died for sins, once, for all,…” 

according to I Peter 3:18.  Furthermore, when Jesus said from the cross, "It is 

finished," he meant just that.  Paul is alluding to the fact that those who make 

it their aim to carry the gospel message to the world will in some way share in 

the sufferings that would have been Christ's if he would have carried the 

message Himself.  The key for our understanding here is that PAUL WAS 

NOT SURPRISED BY SUFFERING FOR THE SAKE OF CHRIST - HE 

EXPECTED IT - AND WAS THEREFORE, BETTER PREPARED TO HANDLE 

IT. 
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Many start out as Christians with the idea that they will be spared from 

life’s obstacles.  They assume that they will be entitled to God's blessings, and 

so when adversity and trials come, they become disillusioned.  As long as the 

good times roll everything's fine, but when they get tossed around like Mark 

Twain's briefcase, they sink into cynicism and despair.  Does this sound all too 

familiar? 

 Paul, on the other hand, knew that life as a Christian would be hard and 

unfair at times.  It was he who wrote to Timothy, "Everyone who wants to 

live a godly life in Christ will be persecuted” (II Timothy 3:12).  How did he 

know this?  Because he knew how the sinless Christ suffered.  Jesus died on 

an execution stake like a common thief.  Could a follower of Jesus expect any 

better treatment than the Master himself?  When Paul compared his trials to 

what Christ had endured for him, he gained new perspective.  When Paul 

understood that Christ had willingly suffered on his behalf, he had an example 

to follow in his sufferings. He was able, by the grace of God, to reframe his 

trials and understand that his sufferings for the sake of Christ were also for the 

sake of others.  II Corinthians 4:11 - 12 says,  

"For we who are alive are always being given over to death for Jesus' 
sake, so that his life may be revealed in our mortal body.  So then, death 
is at work in us, but life is at work in you." 
 

Author, Frederick Beuchner, is the author of a book entitled, The 

Clown in the Belfry.  In the book he tells of a painful childhood experience in 

which his father, having been on one of many drunken binges, wanted the car 

keys to go out.  Young Frederick's mother of course refused her husband the 
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keys, but slipped them to her son, saying "Don't let Daddy have them."  

Frederick recounts his memory of the pathetic scene that took place moments 

later, as a drunken father begged his young son for his own car keys, with his 

wife ridiculing and humiliating him in the background. 

Beuchner, a pastor, openly shared this painful experience during 

speaking engagements, becoming a steward of his pain for the sake of others. 

Can we too become steward's of our trials, managing and sharing them as a 

means of helping others in their struggles?  I believe that's what Paul meant by 

his sharing in the sufferings of Christ.  Allowing his sufferings to help others 

gave purpose to them and helped him remain upbeat in the midst of them.  

Paul encountered Christ personally, identified with the sufferings of Christ, and 

finally … 

 

III.  PAUL ACCEPTED A HIGHER PURPOSE FOR HIS SUFFERINGS. 

In v. 7, Paul writes:   

"But we have this treasure (the gospel) in jars of clay to show that 
this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us."   

 
Paul's critics accused him of preaching himself instead of Christ.  They 

questioned his integrity as well as his authority as an apostle.  Paul, however, 

was quick to say that his boast was in his own weakness, knowing that only 

when he was weak in himself would the Lord’s strength shine through.  A good 

bit of II Corinthians is Paul’s defense of his own apostleship.  His willingness to 

suffer for the sake of Christ should have been enough to affirm that his 

motives were pure and that his only desire was to share the gospel and not to 
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line his own pockets at the expense of others. However, he still felt it 

necessary to explain himself to his critics. 

Questioning preachers' motives is still in vogue today, and sadly, not 

without just cause in some cases.  It's easy for Christians of any era to 

become more obsessed with their own glory - or happiness - or success - than 

in glorifying God.  Sometimes we live as though there is no vertical dimension 

to our lives - only a horizontal one.  In determining right from wrong, our first 

question is too often "What will others think?" or “Can I get away with this? 

instead of "What will  please God?"  If we're more concerned about offending 

or gaining advantage over our fellow man than we are in pleasing God, then 

something's wrong.   We become so locked into our own earthly agenda that 

we forget that our true citizenship is in heaven.  Thank God for His offer of 

forgiveness through repentance and faith!  The happiest people on this earth 

are those who sense a grand purpose for their lives - who believe they have 

been put here to fulfill a mission.  Those who remain upbeat, even when beat 

up, are those whose highest aim is to get off themselves and their own agenda 

in order to glorify God. 

Numerous lives throughout Christian history have illustrated what it 

means to glorify God as their highest purpose, including the 19th century poet, 

Sarah Flower Adams.  Sarah studied hard to become a great actress, but 

with her career on the rise, she was stricken with tuberculosis and became an 

invalid.  She knew her acting days were over and the disappointment was 

almost overwhelming. 

Eventually, however, Sarah found comfort in the Bible and in writing  
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poetry along spiritual themes.  Her pastor asked if he could use some of her 

poems in a hymn collection he was putting together.  One day, her pastor 

visited her in her despondency and shared the story of Jacob, who wrestled 

with God at a place called Peniel.  Jacob's struggle and eventual joy mirrored 

her own story.  She realized that her suffering was heightening her sense of 

God's presence.  She wrote a poem on the subject that eventually became a 

hymn.  A portion of the poem went like this:  

"Nearer, my God, to Thee, Nearer to Thee! 

E'en though it be a cross that raiseth me; 

Still all my song shall be, Nearer my God to Thee, Nearer to Thee! 
 

Through the years this hymn has provided comfort to untold numbers of 

people. For instance, when President William McKinley lay on his deathbed 

in 1901, after being shot by an assassin, those attending him heard him  

whisper the refrain of this beloved hymn.  Survivors from the sinking Titanic, in 

1912, reported that the ship's band played this hymn while hundreds sang and 

prayed their way to a watery grave.  Sarah Flower Adams - this frail invalid - 

made a decision to glorify God and blessed millions in spite of her 

handicap.  Her career as an actress cut short, she had found an even 

higher purpose that outlasted her relatively short 43 years of life on this 

earth  (Sermon Central). 

There’s a higher purpose in life for us too.  We’ll discover it as we get off 

ourselves and seek God’s will.  Sometimes life treats us like Mark Twain's 

briefcase.  Yet, as Christ's light shines in our hearts, and we recognize our 

suffering as an opportunity to encourage others, and bring glory to God, we 

will be prepared, like the Apostle Paul, to face whatever adversity God allows 
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us to experience, with the peace and joy only He can give.  A-men. 

 

 

 

 

  

 


