











Introduction: Treasure in Earthen Vessels


The Most Quaker of Paul’s Letters

Paul’s Second Epistle to the Corinthians is the most personal, the most passionate, and in many ways the most revealing letter in the New Testament. Written in the heat of conflict — with opponents questioning his authority, his motives, even his sanity — Paul laid bare the paradox at the heart of all true ministry: that divine power is perfected not in human strength but in human weakness. It is a letter written in tears, defended with irony, and sustained throughout by an unshakeable conviction that the God who raised Jesus from the dead is at work in the frailest of human vessels.

For the early Religious Society of Friends, no epistle spoke more directly to their own condition. They were a people imprisoned, beaten, fined, pilloried, and transported; a people despised as unlettered and contemptible by the learned divines of their day; a people who had no outward sacrament, no ordained clergy, no liturgy, and no defence but the inward power of God. When they opened 2 Corinthians they found not a window into a far-off apostolic quarrel but a mirror of their own experience — and a treasury of the very texts on which their whole testimony rested. The letter and the spirit, the treasure in the earthen vessel, the new creature in Christ, the ministry of reconciliation, the weapons that are not carnal, the grace sufficient in weakness, the godly sorrow that worketh repentance, the inward Christ who is the proof of true faith — each of these is a 2 Corinthians text, and each became a cornerstone of Quaker faith and practice.



The Letter and the Spirit

No passage from this epistle left a deeper mark on Quaker thought than Paul’s declaration in chapter 3 that “the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.” When the Elders at Balby gathered in 1656 to compose one of the foundational documents of Quaker practice, they closed with the famous postscript that their counsel was given not as “a rule or form to walk by; but that all, with a measure of the light, which is pure and holy, may be guided… in the Spirit, not in the letter; for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life.” This was no casual proof-text. It expressed the very principle by which Friends understood all religious authority — including Scripture itself. The written word, however holy its origin, becomes death when severed from the living Spirit who inspired it. John Griffith heard in Paul’s words the whole charter of a spiritual ministry:


“Not that we are sufficient of ourselves to think any thing as of ourselves; but our sufficiency is of God; who also hath made us able ministers of the New Testament, not of the letter, but of the spirit; for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life. This plainly showeth, that ministers in the Gospel times are to minister in the quickening spirit of living and heavenly virtue.” (Griffith, Life, chunk 235)



The letter informs the head; only the Spirit raises the dead. This single distinction — between sound and substance, between knowing about Christ and knowing Christ — runs through every chapter of the Quaker reading of 2 Corinthians.



Treasure in Earthen Vessels

Equally central to the Quaker imagination was Paul’s metaphor in chapter 4: “We have this treasure in earthen vessels, that the excellency of the power may be of God, and not of us.” For Friends this confirmed that true ministry rests not on human learning, eloquence, or ecclesiastical ordination, but on the indwelling power of God. The earthen vessel — fragile, common, unremarkable — is precisely the container God chooses, so that no one mistakes the vessel for the treasure. Isaac Penington saw in this the unbroken pattern of God’s dealing, who has always reproved the mighty by the mean and contemptible:


“God, in every age, so bringeth forth and ordereth his innocent lambs and people, as that they are still offensive to the present age… How can darkness in power and dominion bear to be reproved by a mean, contemptible appearance of the light, in mean and contemptible vessels? For God chooseth ‘the weak and foolish things of this world, and things that are not, to bring to naught things that are.’” (Penington, Works Vol. 2, chunk 101)



This was the very ground on which Friends stood when the established clergy despised them. The power was never in the vessel’s eloquence but in the Spirit that filled it; the treasure was the life of God, and the vessel only what held it.



The New Creature

Paul’s declaration in 5:17 — “if any man be in Christ, he is a new creature: old things are passed away; behold, all things are become new” — became a touchstone for the Quaker insistence that salvation is not merely forensic but transformative. The Friends did not understand justification as a legal declaration that leaves the sinner unchanged. They understood it as the actual creation of something new — a creature born of the Spirit, living in the power that raised Christ from the dead. Edward Burrough described this passage from death to life as a real begetting, not a covering over of the old:


“The new man is brought forth; the creating in Christ Jesus unto good works is known… This is the state of the new man brought forth in conversion, which is a turning of the creature from the power of satan… to the power of God.” (Burrough, Memoir of Edward Burrough, chunk 114)



The new birth is the conversion of the very creature, and from it flow all the fruits the world calls Quaker peculiarity — the plain word, the refusal of oaths and arms, the inward worship — which are nothing but the new creature living out its new life.



Strength Made Perfect in Weakness

Perhaps no passage resonated more deeply with the early Friends’ own experience than Paul’s account of hearing the divine voice: “My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness.” The first Quakers lost their property, their liberty, and sometimes their lives. Yet they consistently testified that in the midst of suffering they knew a power not their own — a grace sufficient for every extremity, given only into the emptied hand. William Dewsbury, whose body was wasted by decades in prison, knew that the more God’s power is manifested, the more empty the vessel must appear in its own eyes:


“[Have] subtle self buried in death, that whatsoever gifts of the Spirit the Lord gives unto you… his fear may be minded by you, which keeps you in a true sense of your nothingness and emptiness in yourselves… and the more he manifests his power with you, the more empty and nothing you appear in your own eyes. Thus is the true birth known, which makes self of no reputation, that the Lord may be exalted in his unlimited power… that no flesh may glory before him.” (Dewsbury, Life, chunk 165)



“When I am weak, then am I strong” was, for Friends, no morbid love of suffering but the glad discovery that exactly there, where the creature can do nothing, the Lord does all. It is the same paradox that closes the epistle: “though he was crucified through weakness, yet he liveth by the power of God.”



The Voices in This Commentary

This commentary draws chiefly upon the first generation of Friends — those who, between roughly 1647 and 1700, articulated the Quaker vision with a power and clarity never since surpassed. Among them are George Fox (1624–1691), founder and most prolific witness of the movement; Edward Burrough (1633–1663), the “Son of Thunder,” whose preaching cadence still sounds through his collected works; Isaac Penington (1616–1679), whose writings explore the interior life with unmatched depth; Robert Barclay (1648–1690), the systematic theologian of Quakerism, whose Apology remains its most important treatise; and William Penn (1644–1718), the practical statesman and apologist. With them are heard William Dewsbury, James Nayler, Ambrose Rigge, Stephen Crisp, John Crook, John Banks, John Gratton, John Griffith, Oliver Sansom, George Whitehead, Thomas Story, and the later Quietist Job Scott — a chorus of men who read 2 Corinthians not as scholars parsing an ancient text but as sufferers who had found in it the description of their own lives.



A Note on Sources and Citation Convention

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 2, chunk 101). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Banks, Journal
	John Banks, Journal of John Banks



	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Burrough, Memoir of Edward Burrough
	A Memoir of Edward Burrough (selected works/memoir)



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp



	Crook, Memoir, Epistles etc.
	John Crook, A Memoir… with Epistles and other Writings of John Crook



	Dewsbury, Life
	William Dewsbury, The Life of William Dewsbury (collected works)



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Gratton, Life
	John Gratton, A Journal of the Life of John Gratton



	Griffith, Life
	John Griffith, A Journal of the Life, Travels and Labours of John Griffith



	Nayler, To the Vain Janglers
	James Nayler, To the Vain Janglers… and Disputers of This World



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown (1669)



	Penn, Life and Writings, Vol. 5
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn, Vol. 5



	Rigge, Some Account
	Ambrose Rigge, Some Account of the Life and Writings of Ambrose Rigge



	Sansom, Life
	Oliver Sansom, An Account of the Life… of Oliver Sansom



	Scott, Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ



	Scott, Journal
	Job Scott, Journal of the Life… of Job Scott



	Story, Original and Present State of Man
	Thomas Story, The Original and Present State of Man



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



A Word to the Reader

2 Corinthians is a letter forged in conflict, sustained by grace, and illuminated by the conviction that God’s power is most perfectly revealed in human weakness. The early Quakers knew this truth not as doctrine but as daily experience. Read these chapters slowly, and let the first Friends speak for themselves; their language is sometimes archaic, their style sometimes rough, but their conviction is fierce and their experience is real. And as you read, attend to the same Light they attended to — for they would say that the best commentary on this epistle is not written in a book at all, but in the heart that comes to know the treasure hidden in its own earthen vessel.

This is Volume 13 of the Friends Illuminated Commentary Series. Let us turn to the letter now.
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