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1

The Problem of Discouragement

How to Persevere Under Pressure

The pressures on Christian leaders are intense 
and often unrelenting. Let’s think of some of 
them. There are our busyness and fatigue, with 
inadequate time for the family, not even for va-
cations. Then there are the responsibilities that 
recognized leaders have. If their ministry is 
criticized, they bear the brunt of the criticism, 
and they have the responsibility of making dif-
ficult decisions.

There are also the disappointments of the 
work. Promising potential leaders do not 
always live up to their promise. Some even fall 
away. Promising ministries begin to decline in 
numbers or in vision, and that is a great disap-
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pointment to the leader. In addition there are 
the personal temptations with which the devil 
attacks all leaders, and there is the loneliness 
that we experience at the top. We may have no 
peers in whom to confide.

All these problems can lead us into discour-
agement. In fact, discouragement is the greatest 
occupational hazard of a believer, as it can lead 
to loss of vision and enthusiasm. So the question 
is how to persevere under these pressures.

I’d like us to turn to 2 Corinthians 4, and I 
hope you won’t mind if I give a little Greek 
lesson. The first verse reads, “Therefore, since 
through God’s mercy we have this ministry, we 
do not lose heart.” And then verse 16 says, 

“Therefore we do not lose heart. Though out-
wardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are 
being renewed day by day.”

Notice the phrase that is repeated in these 
two verses: ouk enkakoumen. That is the Greek 
phrase that comes in verse 1 and verse 16. 
Most modern English versions say, “We do not 
lose heart.” Another is “we refuse to become 
dispirited,” another is “nothing can bug us.” 
There is a similar expression that comes in 
chapter 5 to which I’d draw your attention: 
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verse 6, “Therefore we are always confident,” 
and again verse 8, “We are confident, I say.” That 
means we are of good courage. 

You may know these chapters well enough 
to know that in chapter 3 Paul unfolds the 
glory of the Christian ministry, but in chapter 
4 he unfolds the problems of the Christian 
ministry. This is his argument: because of the 
glory of the ministry and in spite of its 
problems, ouk enkakoumen. We refuse to 
become discouraged.

Two Problems: The Veil and the Body

There are two questions before us: what 
problems tempted Paul to lose heart? And 
second, what solutions or antidotes did he find 
to them? There are two problems that caused 
discouragement in this chapter. The first is an 
external and objective problem in our listeners, 
and the second is an internal and subjective 
problem in ourselves. 

The first he calls the veiling, which is kalyma. 
This is the veil that lies over the minds of un-
believers, and it blinds them to the truth of the 
gospel. The second is soma, the body. That is our 
own body, its frailty, this fragile human vessel, 
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which maintains the treasure of the gospel. 
So the first problem is spiritual: it is the 

blindness of the people we preach to. The 
second is physical: it is our personal fragility and 
mortality. When you have a weak preacher and 
a blind congregation, you have a problem on 
your hands. These are the two problems, and I 
do not think there is anything that causes more 
discouragement than these.

Where is the veil? Look at 2 Corinthians 3:12. 
“Since we have such a hope, we are very bold. We 
are not like Moses, who would put a veil over 
his face.” In other words, the veil in the people’s 
minds is not our doing. On the contrary, we are 
very bold in our preaching and we set forth the 
truth plainly. Therefore the cause of this human 
blindness is diabolical; it affects both Jews and 
Gentiles. Look on to chapter 3 verse 14. In the 
middle of the verse, “for to this day the same veil 
remains when the old covenant is read.” Again, 
verse 15, “Even to this day when Moses is read, 
a veil covers their hearts.” So twice Paul says it 
for emphasis: the Jews have a veil over their 
minds and hearts. Then Paul goes on to say: so 
do the Gentiles. Chapter 4 verse 4, “The god of 
this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers.”
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Now think with me, is this not one of our 
major problems? We make the gospel crystal 
clear, but people cannot grasp it. We spell it out 
so simply that we think even a child could 
under stand it, but they don’t. We explain it, we 
argue it, we plead with people until we think 
they are bound to yield, but a veil lies over their 
minds. I doubt if there is anything more discour-
aging than that to the Christian worker. It can 
lead to great frustration. So (a) the first problem 
is the veil, which we’ll come back to in a minute 
when we think of the solutions to the problems, 
and (b) is the body.

Paul writes about the body in 2 Corinthians 
4:7-18. Verse 7, “we have this treasure in jars of 
clay”—that is, as in an old-fashioned oil lamp, 
so in the Christian worker, there is a contrast 
between the treasure and its container. There’s 
no doubt that Paul is referring to our physical 
frailty in which we hold the gospel. Written all 
over the human body are the words “fragile: 
handle with care.” The immediate reference is 
to his persecution, which is clear from verses 8 
and 9, but it refers to this weakness other con-
texts. In 1 Corinthians 2:3 he says, “I came to 
you in weakness and fear, and with much trem-
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bling.” The weakness seems to be more psycho-
logical than physical: it was his natural ner-
vousness when going to Corinth with the gospel. 
Then the third example in 2 Corinthians 12:7 
where he referred to his “thorn in the flesh”: “To 
keep me from becoming conceited [because of 
these surpassingly great revelations], there was 
given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of 
Satan, to torment me . . . and [Jesus] said to me, 
‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is 
made perfect in weakness.’” 

Paul goes on in verse 10 to refer to weak-
nesses, insults, hardships, persecutions and dif-
ficulties, so it seems once again that this is a 
physical disability. It may have been a sickness 
or a disability of some kind. We can probably 
add frailties of our own to this list. You may 
have the shyness of an introvert, the liability 
to depression, or you may have headaches.  
All these are examples of the weakness of the 
human body. It is the weakness of the container, 
which holds the treasure of the gospel.

Here are two major problems that we cannot 
handle by ourselves. We cannot lift the veil, we 
cannot cure the blindness of unbelievers, and 
we cannot overcome the frailty of our own 
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minds and bodies. Yet it is in spite of these ap-
parently insuperable problems that Paul says 
ouk enkakoumen. We do not lose heart. How 
then can we overcome this discouragement 
when we are faced with these problems?

The Antidote to Discouragement

Let us turn secondly from the problems to the 
antidotes to discouragement. Rather, I think we 
should say “antidote” in the singular, for al-
though there are two problems, there is only one 
solution: the power of God. Let’s look again at 
the veil and the body.

First, the veil. What do we do when people 
refuse to respond to the gospel? Well, you 
know what our temptation is. We are tempted 
to force them to do it. We are tempted to resort 
to emotional and psychological techniques to 
manipu late people into believing, or to manip-
ulate the gospel to make it easier to believe. 

But although the temptation to some kind of 
manipulation is very strong when people don’t 
believe, Paul specifically renounces that temp-
tation. 2 Corinthians 4:2, “Rather, we have re-
nounced secret and shameful ways; we do not 
use deception, nor do we distort the word of 
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God. On the contrary, by setting forth the truth 
plainly we commend ourselves to every man’s 
conscience.” You reject manipulation but on 
the contrary make the plain proclamation of 
the gospel.

Now read 2 Corinthians 4:4,6. “The god of 
this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, 
so that they cannot see the light of the gospel 
of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” 

“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.” I think these are 
very important verses for us to understand. In 
verse 6 Paul is referring back to Genesis 1:2-3. 
He likens the unregenerate heart to the pri-
meval chaos, when everything was formless 
and empty and dark until God said, “Let there 
be light,” and light shone into the darkness. 
There is Paul’s picture of regeneration. This is 
what happened to him on the Damascus Road. 
The God who in Genesis said, “Let there be 
light,” has shone in our hearts. Thus regener-
ation is nothing less than a new creation of 
God, and it does not take place until God says, 

“Let there be light.”
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Here we have two gods in conflict with each 
other. In verse 4 Satan is called “the god of this 
age”; in verse 6 Paul speaks of the God of cre-
ation. The god of this age blinds people’s eyes, 
their minds, while the God of creation shines 
into their hearts. There is a complete and ab-
solute contrast between them. One god is 
blinding and the other is shining. What then can 
we hope to contribute to this conflict? Would it 
not be modest and wise perhaps to retire from 
the scene of conflict? Shall we not let these two 
gods fight it out? 

But no, Paul’s conclusion is a different one. 
Look at verse 5, “For we do not preach ourselves, 
but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your 
servants for Jesus’ sake.” You see the battle be-
tween God and the devil concerns the light. The 
devil seeks to stop the light from shining, but if 
God is causing the light to shine, what is this 
light? It’s important to notice that it is the gospel. 
Look at the end of verse 4, “the light of the gospel 
of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God,” 
and the end of verse 6, “the knowledge of the 
glory of God.” So the gospel is the light. It is the 
means by which God overcomes the darkness 
and shines into people’s hearts. 
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So if the gospel is the light, we’d better preach 
the gospel. Far from being unnecessary, evan-
gelism is absolutely indispensable. Preaching of 
the gospel is the God-appointed means by which 
the prince of darkness is overthrown and by 
which God shines into people’s hearts. So ouk 
enkakoumen. We do not lose heart. The veil is 
there over people’s minds. We cannot penetrate 
it by our own power, but it can be penetrated by 
the power of God when the gospel is preached.

God’s Power in Weakness

Let me move to the final point, the second 
problem, the body. I want to look at the three 
Corinthian verses we looked at before. We begin 
with 2 Corinthians 4:7. “We have this treasure 
in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing 
power is from God and not from us.” Just note 
that “to” (“in order that”). 

Second, turn back to 1 Corinthians 2:3-5. ‘‘I 
came to you in weakness and fear, and with 
much trembling. My message and my preaching 
were not with wise and persuasive words, but 
with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power” (and 
again “in order that”) “so that your faith might 
not rest on men’s wisdom, but on God’s power.” 
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The third one is 2 Corinthians 12:7, “There 
was given me a thorn in my flesh,” which Jesus 
declined to take away from him. So Paul says in 
verse 9, “I will boast . . . about my weaknesses,” 
and again we have “in order that,” “so that 
Christ’s power may rest on me.” Three times 
Paul uses this phrase “in order that,” and I 
cannot think that it is an accident. This is the 
emphasis of the Corinthians’ correspondence: 
that God’s power is demonstrated in human 
weakness and that God’s might is manifested 
through death.

Back to our text in 2 Corinthians 4, let’s look 
at verses 10 and 12. “We always carry around in 
our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of 
Jesus may also be revealed in our body. . . . So 
then, death is at work in us, but life is at work 
in you.” See, we are carrying about in our bodies 
the dying of Jesus so that the life of Jesus may be 
manifest in our mortal flesh. Power through 
weakness and life through death is the theme of 
these two letters. 

What then do we do if we feel this weakness of 
our mortal flesh? Like Paul, we pray that we may 
be delivered from a thorn in the flesh, and God 
may deliver us. Our headaches may pass, our 
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physical infirmities may be healed, our psycho-
logical shyness may be taken away from us, but 
they may not. I believe that Scripture and expe-
rience both teach this rather unpalatable lesson: 
that God often deliberately keeps us in weakness 
in order that his power may rest upon us.

A Personal Example

Before I conclude, I would like to take the liberty 
of sharing one personal experience with you. It 
was during a mission at the University of Sydney 
in Australia in 1958. During the week of the 
convention I had caught what we call a “bug,” 
and I lost my voice. What can you do with a 
missionary who has no voice? 

We had come to the last night of the mission, 
the eighth night. The students had booked the 
big university hall and a large number of stu-
dents came. It was agreed that I would attempt 
to preach. I was sitting in a little room just 
outside the university hall. A group of students 
gathered around me, and I asked them to read 
this passage in 2 Corinthians 12. We prayed that 
the thorn in the flesh might be taken away from 
me, and if I remember rightly they laid hands on 
me with prayer. But we went on to pray that if it 
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pleased God to keep me in weakness, I would 
rejoice in my infirmities in order that the power 
of Christ might rest upon me, because when I 
am weak I am strong. 

I remember that I had to get within one inch 
of the microphone. I croaked the gospel. I was 
unable to use any inflections of voice, was 
unable to express personality. I was just a croak 
in a monotone, and all the time we were crying 
to God that his power would be demonstrated 
in human weakness. It would be tempting for 
me to exaggerate or to be dishonest, but I can 
honestly say that there was a far greater response 
that night than every other night. 

What encourages me much more is the fol-
lowing. Since 1958, I’ve been back to Aus-
tralia about ten times, and on every occasion 
some body has come up to me and said, “Do you 
remember that night of preaching in the uni-
versity hall when you’d lost your voice?” and 
I’d say, “How could I ever forget it?” And the 
person responded, “I was converted that night.” 
It has been a great illustration of this principle 
to me, that God’s power is demonstrated in 
human weakness.

Let me sum up what we’ve tried to learn to-
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gether. The veil over people’s minds is very thick. 
Our body is very frail. But it is not beyond the 
power of God either to penetrate the veil or to 
sustain the body, so ouk enkakoumen. We do not 
lose heart, and that is perfectly clear even against 
these pressures.

I finish with yet another Australian illus-
tration about perseverance. Thomas Sutcliffe 
Mort was an early British settler in Sydney. Some 
of the docks in Sydney are named after him. At 
the beginning of the nineteenth century he set 
himself the task of solving the problem of refrig-
eration. They were exporting meat from Aus-
tralia to Europe, but it all went bad before it 
arrived. So Thomas Mort determined to invent 
an effective method of refrigeration. He gave 
himself three years in which to do it, but it took 
him twenty-six. He lived long enough to see the 
first consignment of refrigerated meat leave Aus-
tralia, but he died before it arrived. 

Written all around his study is his motto. I 
happen to know about it because his house is 
now occupied by the Archbishop of Sydney. 
Round the top of the wall he’s written his motto 
twenty times: to persevere is to succeed. So God 
give us grace to persevere. Ouk enkakoumen.
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