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13 Since we have that same spirit of faith, which corresponds to what is written: 
“I believed; therefore, I have spoken,” we also believe, and therefore we speak. 
14 For we know that the one who raised the Lord Jesus will also raise us with 
Jesus and bring us (together with you) into his presence. 15 In fact, all this is for 
your benefit, so that as grace increases, it will overflow to the glory of God, as 
more and more people give thanks. 
16 Therefore we are not discouraged. But even if our outer self is wasting away, 
yet our inner self is being renewed day by day. 17 Yes, our momentary, light 
trouble produces for us an eternal weight of glory that is far beyond any 
comparison. 18 We are not focusing on what is seen, but on what is not seen. For 
the things that are seen are temporary, but the things that are not seen are 
eternal. 

Dear Friends and Fellow Redeemed in Christ, 

If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.  Rumored to have originated in 19th 
century English poetry, this little proverb has become somewhat of a maxim for 
life in western society, and in America in particular.  If at first you don’t succeed, 
try, try again.  Parents instruct their kids, coaches encourage their athletes, “how-
to” and “self-help” books advise such persistence to their readers – if at first you 
don’t succeed, try, try again, eventually you’ll have success.  
So what happens when you try, try again, and it still doesn’t work?  For example, 
what happens when your health prevents you from trying for success again – 
success you might have realized had you not gotten sick?  What happens when 
you have that person in your life who is impossible to please?  No matter what 
you do, no matter how hard you try or how many times you try, it’s not good 
enough and you don’t succeed in pleasing them?  What happens when you try 
out for the team, submit your application for a job or college program, pursue 
that perfect romance…and it fails?  Maybe you try out again, apply again, and it 
still doesn’t work out.  And again.  And what happens when eventually you realize 
that no matter what you do, it won’t work out?  In a society infatuated with 
success, failure is hard to come to grips with.  So maybe you get to the point 
where you feel like giving up, because you’re sick of failing.  Maybe you are afraid 
to give your best effort, because you don’t want to find out that it’s not 



enough.  In a society obsessed with success and giving the appearance of success, 
failure is hard to deal with.  
I don’t bring this up purely as interesting social commentary.  There’s a very real 
spiritual danger before us as citizens of a culture that is so enamored with giving 
the appearance of success at all costs.  We see it when we look at the background 
story behind today’s second lesson – the events that took place in the ancient city 
of Corinth during the ministry of the Apostle Paul.  Of all the ancient cities that 
Paul visited on his missionary journey around the Mediterranean Sea, perhaps no 
city more closely resembled 21st century America than Corinth.  Wealthy, 
talented, competitive people living in the most important city in Greece, a thriving 
commercial center offering the opportunity for innovative, hard workers to make 
a fortune.  A city blessed with wealth and talent that also was home to many 
citizens who displayed a casual, uncaring attitude about moral issues.  A highly 
educated city with some who considered themselves too intelligent to stoop to 
the simple gospel message at the heart of Christianity.  The parallels to 21st 
century America are striking.  
The Corinthian people were also enamored with success, and in recent months 
and years, it had overflowed into their congregational life as they found 
themselves drawn to dynamic speakers and fiery orators, dividing their 
congregation into factions over favorite pastors.  Later, they even started listening 
to some so-called spiritual leaders who didn’t even preach about Jesus, but were 
talented public speakers!  Paul and his associates, preaching the simple law-
gospel message of the bible, having been persecuted, imprisoned, and rejected at 
various times and places didn’t even seem to compare.  Popularity and visible 
success were all that mattered.  
Whether it’s 1st century Corinth or 21st century America, there is a common 
spiritual problem with this tendency of human nature to value success and look 
for it based on outward appearances.  For example, you and I can probably find 
someone who, based on appearances, has been outwardly more sinful than you 
and I appear to have been.  Or if that seems difficult, we can accomplish the same 
thing in a different way by finding all sorts of ways to excuse many of our own 
sinful shortcomings by passing the blame to someone or something else.  In the 
process, we become masters at painting ourselves as spiritually successful people, 



experts at giving off the right perception to everyone who watches.  The model 
family, a picture of good health, active in the community…that’s the ultimate 
goal, and it all looks so good, but spiritually speaking, that façade doesn’t matter 
at all.  It doesn’t matter how you and I stack up when compared to each other.  It 
doesn’t matter how we do when compared to other people in society.  What 
matters in eternity is how we fare when compared to God – and that’s never a 
comparison that shows success.  We might make excuses that get us off the hook 
with other people, but our innermost thoughts and motives are known to 
God.  We might succeed in being well-liked by many, but the things we say behind 
the backs of other people don’t go un-heard by God.  We might have success in 
hiding our wickedness from those watching, but God is all-knowing.  No matter 
what appearances might indicate, an honest self-examination shows repeated 
spiritual failure on a scale we can’t even imagine.  
In today’s second lesson, Paul reminds us that looking for success in our own 
efforts is the wrong place to look.  He invites us to stop looking for success in 
appearances and consider instead  

SUCCESS WITH YOUR SAVIOR.   

With that perspective, we can see that no matter what appearances might show 

1. We Are Successful and  
2. We Don’t Fear Failure.  

Paul’s opponents in Corinth suggested that he wasn’t worth listening to because 
he didn’t look all that successful.  He had been kicked out of numerous cities, 
spent time in jail, been beaten, put on trial, and in general suffered just about 
every kind of failure that one might imagine a missionary could face.  Surely, his 
opponents said, he must be doing something wrong, or else there would be more 
success!  But Paul’s words show that what looks like failure is really a 
demonstration of spiritual success.  
The first verse of this section is a quotation from psalm 116: “I believed; 
therefore, I have spoken,” (2 Corinthians 4:13).  In Psalm 116, the psalm writer 
goes on to speak about how he “was afflicted” and how “all men are liars,” 
spreading false rumors about him…and yet, Psalm 116 is a psalm of thanksgiving 
to God.  Why?  Because even in his hardship, the psalm writer believed that as a 



child of God, the outward appearance of his life wasn’t indicative of spiritual 
success or failure.  Paul quotes this verse because the same thing was true for 
him.  What looked so wrong in his life, what looked like such a failure, was 
actually reason for thanksgiving, a glorious success.  Why?  The hardships Paul 
and his associates faced served as a demonstration that success comes only from 
our Savior.  No one could say that Paul’s work had been successful because of his 
charisma – there is pretty good reason to believe that, for as skilled of a writer as 
Paul was, his ability as a speaker might not have matched up!  No one could say 
that Paul’s ministry was based on people liking him – how many cities had he 
been driven out of?  No one could say that Paul’s spiritual life was successful 
because he was such a good person – he had spent the first half of his life 
persecuting the followers of Jesus!  The power behind Paul’s ministry was the 
message he carried about Jesus.  
And so Paul continued: 13 Since we have that same spirit of faith, which 
corresponds to what is written: “I believed; therefore, I have spoken,” we also 
believe, and therefore we speak. 14 For we know that the one who raised the 
Lord Jesus will also raise us with Jesus and bring us (together with you) into his 
presence.  No matter what appearances might indicate, Paul knew he had 
success, because no matter how great or little his public speaking ability might 
have been, no matter how many cities or synagogues he might have been kicked 
out of, no matter how many sins he had committed and no matter how much 
guilt he carried, Jesus had been raised from the dead.  His sin was gone.  Jesus 
had ascended into heaven to claim his position of power at the right hand of 
God.  Nothing was going to change the fact that Jesus was entirely successful in 
his mission to forgive.  Believing that, Paul could speak with confidence.  
And Paul hopes and prays that the Corinthian Christians and his readers of every 
age would remember that the same thing is true for all of God’s children.  He said: 
15 In fact, all this is for your benefit, so that as grace increases, it will overflow to 
the glory of God, as more and more people give thanks. It doesn’t matter how 
much sin might be hidden behind that façade of success.  It doesn’t matter how 
much of that sin might have poured out to be well known.  It doesn’t matter 
whether life looks like a success or a failure – Jesus still died for your sins and 
mine.  He rose from the dead.  He returned to heaven to reclaim his power at the 
right hand of God, and after our lives here we will join him there.  No matter what 



appearances might indicate, we do have success, success with our Savior.  Failure 
simply shows that such success is ONLY found with our Savior.  
And so we can live free from the fear of failure.  Should health problems prevent 
you from accomplishing your goals, when you get cut from a team, denied a job, 
refused entry into a program, are rejected in a relationship, fail to please that 
demanding person, return to that same sinful habit, when it seems like your life is 
marked by failure and hurt rather than joy and success, you and I can turn to the 
same place Paul turned – to Jesus’ success in carrying out God’s plan of salvation.  
Paul described his confidence like this: 16 Therefore we are not discouraged. But 
even if our outer self is wasting away, yet our inner self is being renewed day by 
day.  Inwardly, we are forced to stop relying on ourselves – a recipe for failure 
anyway – and are driven each day to our Savior – the only place where we don’t 
fear failure.  Paul puts it like this: 17 Yes, our momentary, light trouble produces 
for us an eternal weight of glory that is far beyond any comparison.  How can 
Paul describe something like cancer as light?  How can he call the loss of a loved 
one momentary?  Why would he call such things troubles rather that total 
disasters?  The key is in the comparison.  For as bad as such things in life are right 
now – that’s how good the eternity God has in store for us will be.  As heavy as 
the burden of cancer or the loss of a loved one or abject failure in life might feel, 
when it’s compared to the weight of the glory God has prepared that lasts forever 
it will be light and momentary.  Another way to think about it is this: the best days 
we experience on earth – the pinnacles of success, the biggest accomplishments, 
the most joyful of days – those won’t even be something you’ll want to go back to 
in heaven.  Those times might not even be something you’ll bother to remember 
– because the joy that is in store for us is so much greater!  Paul concludes: 18 We 
are not focusing on what is seen, but on what is not seen. For the things that are 
seen are temporary, but the things that are not seen are eternal.  
As we pursue success in our lives, as we put the different talents and abilities God 
has blessed us with to work, as we try and try again to accomplish God’s will in 
our lives, let’s remember where to turn when our plans don’t come to pass.  We 
have success with our Savior.  With him, we do have success, no matter what 
appearances might indicate, and we don’t have to fear failure.  May believing that 
give us the confidence we need to speak the truth in and with our lives.  Amen.  


