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¢“Since ye seek a proof of Christ speaking in me, which to you-ward is not weak, but
ismighty in you. For though he was crucified through weakness, yet he liveth by the
power of God. For we also are weak in him, but we shall live with him by the power
of God toward you. Examine yourselves, whether ye be in the faith ; prove your own
selves. Know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ is in you, except ye be
reprobates ? ’—2 Corinthians xiii. 3, 4, 5.

THE apostle had much joy in being the founder, the father, and the
fosterer of so many churches, but this joy brought with it constant and
heavy trial. Care pressed heavily upon him, for he mentions it as the
crown and crush of all his burdens,—*“That which cometh upon me
daily, the care of all the churches.” He was not simply as a father among
them, but he was as a nurse, continually on the watch, and in all
tenderness anxious for her little ones. He was deeply grieved when
he saw anything wrong, lest he should have laboured in vain, and
should see any perish who appeared to be hopeful converts. He always
had in his mind’s eye the account which he would have to give at the
last, and his prayer was that he might render that account with joy and
not with grief, for he adds, “That is unprofitable for you.” = Hig
whole soul went after the people of his charge, and his heart sank within
him when he observed sin prominent among them.

The Corinthian church was enriched with many gifts, but im-
poverished by slender grace : this church had elected to conduct its
arrangements upon the principle of everybody speaking who had some-
thing to say; moreover, it chose to be a church without rule and order,
not caring to appoint officers who should be shepherds of the flock.
That church seems to have been a frequent trial to the apostle, and after
writing to them once very earnestly, he wrote to them a second time
with equal tenderness and energy ; and then he said he should have to
visit them in person, and when he did come he should by discipline
among them make them know that Christ would not endure sin in his
church. Whatever they had to say about Paul personally he meant to
be faithful to God and to the truth, and he was sure that the power of
God would be with him to support him in the work of reformation. He
writes in a sorrowful strain, and yet one cannot help seeing how calm
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and judicious he is : how deliberately he enquiresinto evidence, and how
impartially he judges the case. He had an intense desire to do the
right, and hence passion and prejudice did not operate upon him. In
this particular text he shows the high qualities of moral courage, inflexi-
ble justice, loving tenderness, and wise prudence ; proving himself to
be a fit leader of the host. '

On account of Paul’s having put his finger upon the mischief that
was among them, the Corinthians turned round upon him, and disparaged
him : his letters might be weighty and powerful, but his personal
presence was weak; and his speech—well, it was contemptible.
‘Whether he was an apostle at all they questioned. Had he lived with
Christ ? had he sat at Jesus’ feet ? No: it was apparent to everybody
that his conversion took place after the departure of the Lord, and you
could never be quite sure that he had been supernaturally called, as he
said he had been. Thus they murmured among themselves. From this
ordeal Paul does not shrink for a moment, but he answers all their evil
speeches in the language before us.

First, notice that he exhibits God’s chosen method of operation in the
church by his appointed servants ; thisis a very interesting feature in the
text. Secondly, he shows them what was the sure proof of power ; and then,
thirdly, he turns the tables upon those who had examined him, and bids
them give the needed proof of themselves: “ Examine yourselves; prove
your own selves; know ye not your own selves, how that Jesus Christ
18 in you, except ye be reprobates? ’’

I. The apostle Paul teaches us in these verses THE LORD’S CHOSEN
METHOD OF OPERATION. The rebellious Corinthians had spoken ill of
the apostle as lacking in power: his personal presence was not com-
manding, his speech was not fascinating, and so forth. Paul does not
deny the charge, nor endeavour to exalt himself, but he glories in his
infirmities because the power of God rests upon him. He admits any-
thing they may have to say about his deficiency in natural dignity and
elocution, but he declares the general principle of power in weakness, by
which the Lord conducts the matters of the gospel dispensation. Power
in weakness is the great secret of the gospel mode of working. Life, born
of death, is the life of our souls; a life which would never have been in
us at all if it had not been for the most cruel death on record, when men
crucified the ever-blessed Lord. The apostle says, in verse 4, “ Though
he was crucified through weakness, yet he liveth by the power of God.
For we also are weak in him, but we shall live with him by the power
of God toward you”; that is to say, our Lord Jesus Christ accomplished
his mighty purpose by becoming weak ; through his weakness he became
able to suffer, and to die—in order to save us from the thraldom of sin.

It was necessary that the Infinite should lay by his power, and become
an infant ; that he who ruleth over all things should become himself
obedient unto death ; that he who wore the royal robe of sovereignty
should be found in fashion as a man. He made himself of no repu-
tation, and took upon himself the form of a servant, and fulfilled the
divine law. Yea more, inasmuch as a great sacrifice must be offered for
sin, a death was required ; but it Was not possible that God, regarded as
God purely and simply, should die, therefore Jesus stooped to our weak-
ness, and by weakness received the power to die, if I may call it so, that
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he might by that death redeem us. By assuming our weakness he gained
the power to act as our substitute, and put away our sin by the sacrifice
of himself. I am not aware of any other passage of Scripture where
weakness is in so many words ascribed to the Lord Jesus Christ. This
makes the text the more striking. Remember that there was resident
within his complex person a boundless power which he could at once
exert. He permitted some outgoings of that power occasionally to
let men see that his subjection was voluntary. He said of his life,
“No man taketh it from me, but I lay it down of myself.” Yet he was
weak, so that another was called in to bear his cross; he cried, «“I
thirst ’; he appealed to his God, saying, “ Why hast thou forsaken me ?”
and he was brought into the dust of death. He only spoke to those
who came to take him, and they fell backward: a word would have
brought him twelve legions of angels; truly did he say to Pilate, “ Thou
couldest have no power at all against me, except it were given thee from
above.” Yet as a voluntary captive he was bound, and as a willing
substitute he died : “he saved others, himself he could not save.” Even
on the cross he displayed abundant evidence that he possessed inherent
omnipotence, for before he gave up the ghost the mid-day sun veiled its
face, and travelled on in tenfold night; the veil which hid the holy of
holies was rent in twain as by giant hands ; the rocks were rent; the earth
shook, and the dead arose; to let men see that he who died in weakness
was none other than the Son of God. He used his weakness as the
instrument of his strength by which he became almighty to redeem.
Now, you perceive that this weakness of Christ is the way in which
he exerts a wondrous power among men. Because of his being obedient
to death, even the death of the cross, © God also hath highly exalted him
and given him a name that is above every name, that at the name of
Jesus every knee should bow, of things in "heaven, and things on earth,
and things under the earth.” Because he died in weakness he has be-
come mighty to save by the putting away of sin. Hath he not already
finished transgression, made an end of sin, and brought in everlasting
righteousness? By this sign he conquered : the ensign of his bloody
cross 18 the seal of victory. It is himself wounded, himself hung up as
a malefactor, himself dead as a victim on the altar before the most high
God: it is himself thus slain which is his power to pardon and to save.
You know, brethren, that our Lord’s power over our hearts comes
by his great love, and the matchless manner of his showing it. Stoop-
ing so low to save such unworthy ones he conquers our hearts. His
dying love has begotten living love within us. It sends a spear into
the heart of sin that Jesus yielded his heart for our sakes; this nails
up the hands and feet of our rebellious lusts, to think that Jesus was
crucified for us ; this leads us in golden fetters, the happy captives of
his mighty grace, when we behold how his love stooped to the curse
for us. The weakness of Christ is stronger in its power over our hearts
than all his strength could have been. It is by weakness that Christ
hath achieved his mighty purpose. To-day he has left his weakness on
the cross, and gone upward to his throne, but there he sits clothed with
a glory born of his weakness. The eyes of my faith e’en now behold
him, T am glad I do not see him more clearly, else must I cease to
speak to you, and fall at his feet as dead, so great i3 his majesty,
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so glorious is his exaltation. That glory in our esteem has sprung out
of his weakness, his sorrow, his death. Thy brightest coronet, O Christ,
is fashioned from the crown of thorns! Thou art more lovely now
than ere thou wast before! The marks of thy passion have made
thee altogether lovely in the eyes of thy people!

Why did Paul interject this teaching? It was to show us that
this great principle runs through all God’s work in the saving of men.
He does not save men to-day by the strength of his ministers, but by
their weakness: and it is not the power of the gospel, judged after the
manner of the flesh, that is to conquer nations; but, as in our Lord’s
case, the victory is to be won by weakness. Look at Paul himself—he
came among these Corinthian people, and I dare say when they were first
converted they felt like the Galatians, that they could pluck out their
own eyes and give them to him; but after a while, when he was very
faithful, they turned against him, and said he was no orator, he had no
great force of conception, or majesty of diction. The apostle was
willing enough to admit that he was devoid of such showy gifts. Though
you and I at a distance think very greatly of Paul, and very rightly so,
yet among those cavillers he was lightly esteemed. He did not give
himself the lofty airs of the great teachers of the day, and hence foolish
persons despised him. Some liked Apollos better, and others preferred
Cephas, and thus they formed parties, agreeing in opposing Paul, but
agreeing in nothing else. Paul was willing to lose all personal honour,
though, in truth, not a whit behind the chief of the apostles. He said,
““We have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the
power may be of God, and not of us,” He cheerfully sank that his Lord
might be exalted.

Moreover, in those days there was a great liking among the people,
especially those who thought themselves educated, for the Greek philo-
sophers. They said to one another, * Have you studied Solon? Have
you accepted the teaching of Socrates ? Have you drank in the doc-
trines of the divine Plato? That is the man! In him there is depth
of reasoning and breadth of thought. As for this Paul, he does not seem
to care for the great masters of thought.” ¢ No,” says Paul, “ I deter-
mined not to know anything among you, save Jesus Christ, and him cruci-
fied.” They looked for philosophy and did not get it, and he did not
mean they should. ¢ Butat least,” they said,  what he has to say ought
to be delivered with all the graces of oratory, after the best manner of
the schools.” ¢ No,” says Paul, “my speech and my preaching was not
with enticing words of man’s wisdom : that your faith should not stand in
the wisdom of men, but in the power of God.” If he had power among
them, he determined that it should be the power of the Holy Ghost and
no other power. The charms of oratory are but a poor and fickle force ;
tricks of language are a wretched sort of witcheraft. Instead of the
coloured flames of fancy, Paul would let into their minds the pure white
light of truth as it shines from the cross. Those things which were
looked upon in those dags as the chief instruments of power by which
orators swayed human minds, Paul deliberately renounced, and relied
on higher forces. He kept to the preaching of the cross, which was to
them that perish foolishness, but to the saved the power of God. He
put forward that side of the gospel which was most objectionable, so
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that to the Jews it was a stumbling-block, and to the Greeks foolishness ;
he did this of design: for so the Lord worketh evermore, making his divine
power more glorious in the absence of that which is thought to be power
among men. The apostle as a Jew was full of ceremonial teaching,
which was very powerful with Jews, but to this he died. As a man he
was well trained and deeply educated in philosophy ; but to that he
died also, knowing nothing but the cross and the scandal thereof. As
his Master saved men by his weakness on the cross, so did he save men
by his word spoken in the apparent weakness of Paul.

And yet again I believe the apostle meant this: that though he might
have come among them if he had liked and said, “I am an apostle ; I
have supreme power over churches; out of this church I shall eject
offenders without any question ; for I am among you as your spiritual
director,” yet he never used such authority: on the contrary he
was the servant of all, patient to the last degree, gentle, humble, con-
descending, unselfish, fuily consecrated. If any one was grieved, Paul
was grieved with him ; if any suffered trial, Paul was tried. He might
have said, as his Master did, “ I am among you as he that serveth.” He
did, after the divine example, continually wash the saints’ feet. His was
a humble manner, for he sought nothing of them but that he might lead
them in the way of holiness and maintain peace in their midst. He was
no lord over God’s heritage, but the lowliest of them all. He hoped
all things, endured all things, believed all things for the sake of those
entrusted to his charge. Thus he was a power among them : his evident
self-sacrifice made him have more influence at Corinth than all their
proud leaders of division. By laying aside authority he became mighty
to influence them for good. I desire to practise this lesson to per-
fection.

All of you, my brethren, who desire to be useful must learn that in self-
sinking your usefulness will be found. Do not seek to be great ; try to
grow less and less. He who becomes least is greatest of all. The way
¢o rise in the peerage of the church is to go down. Do not take what
you have a right to take ; do not covet the position which you feel you
might righteously assume ; but take the lowest room, do the meanest
service, be willing to be anything or nothing so that God is glorified.
Be ready to be stuck in any corner, or stowed away in any lumber-room,
if such should be the will of God ; and then the probability is that you
will be largely and honourably used. The way to success in the kingdom
is by a constant sense of personal unworthiness and weakness. “ When
I am weak, then am I strong.” By death with Christ we come to live
with him ; by being crucified with him we reign; by perfect self-
surrender we obtain all things ; he that saveth his life shall lose it, but
he that loseth it for Christ’s sake shall find it both here and hereafter.

I think you see the apostle’s drift, and how completely he answered all
objections against himself grounded upon his apparent unimportance
and weakness. It only remains for us to meet all such charges against
ourselves in the same satisfactory manner.

II. T come in the next place to a very important matter, and that is
THE SURE PROOF OF POWER: the indisputable evidence of any minis-
ter’s call from God to preach the gospel.

Notice, the apostle says, “ Since ye seek a proof of Christ speaking in






