
Ron Woodward 

Living in Malaysia while Nancy is the middle school and high school 
librarian at the International School of Kuala Lumpur, we have many 
opportunities to travel in this part of the world. During the Christ-
mas/New Year’s vacation last year we spent Christmas with dear 
friends in Yangon, Myanmar, explored the country for the first time 
as tourists, and even managed to work in an elephant ride in Thai-
land. 

I’m still enjoying retirement in Kuala Lumpur where I continue to 
work for Barclay Press doing editing and assisting with the develop-
ment of a new adult curriculum for Bible study. This year I passed a 
milestone and celebrated my 75th birthday by attending the Malay-
sian Philharmonic Orchestra’s performance of Beethoven’s 5th piano 
concerto. 

As Friends most of us have “cut our theological teeth” on the 
Quaker belief in the universal ministry which simply means that if 
you’re a Christian, you’re a minister! This week let’s take our own 
unique ministries seriously as we consider Paul’s “handbook for 
ministry” in a remarkable section of his second letter to Corinth. 
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Sunday 
August 29 Are You Competent for the Task? 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 2:14-17; 3:5-6 
I once heard about a young man who was brimming over with 
self-confidence and believed there was really nothing in life 
he couldn’t tackle. When asked if he could play the piano, he 
replied, “How should I know? I’ve never tried!” 

In contrast to such brash self-confidence, Paul tells us 
that as Christians we are to be the aroma of Christ in a pagan 
world. Eugene Peterson in The Message says, “This is a terri-
fic responsibility. Is anyone competent to take it on? No…” 
There’s no way we can handle the assignment. But if we skip 
down to 3:5-6, we discover an amazing thing. The same Greek 
word translated “competent” (or “adequate,” or “sufficient,” 
or “equal to such a task” in 2:16) is used four times in this 
passage—twice to say that we’re not competent in ourselves, 
and twice to affirm that the sovereign God has made us com-
petent for ministry by the power of the Holy Spirit! 

It reminds us of what Jesus said to his disciples: “…
apart from me you can do nothing.” (But with me you can 
achieve the impossible! John 15:5) I try to remind myself of 
this every time I have the opportunity to preach, knowing that 
“the letter kills”; it’s only the Spirit that gives life. 

What ministry will you have this week? It might be a 
ministry of encouragement to a dear friend or perhaps a word 
of compassion spoken to someone who has experienced deep 
loss. Be sure of this, however: if you’ve dared to follow Christ, 
you’re in the ministry! Don’t make excuses about being inade-
quate. Rely on the Holy Spirit to move ahead with confidence! 

SONG: Are Ye Able? 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, grant me the  

boldness to believe that by depending on the discernment  
and the power that come from your Holy Spirit I have all  
the resources I need to be effective in ministry. 

—Ron Woodward 
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Monday 
August 30 Being Transformed 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 3:12-18 
While visiting a butterfly park in Thailand over the Christmas 
holiday, Nancy and I not only marveled at the gorgeous but-
terflies but also viewed cocoons attached to leaves in the stage 
immediately prior to when ugly caterpillars would transform 
into beautiful butterflies. What a marvel of nature! 

But you and I need to be transformed as well. Let’s face 
it, as sinners there are ugly things about our lives that cry out 
for the transforming touch of Christ. But how does this trans-
formation occur? Sometimes we despair and wonder if any 
changes are taking place at all. The process, if happening at 
all, seems agonizingly slow. 

This gem of a passage gives us the spiritual secret of 
transformation. It happens whenever we take time to gaze in 
wonder into the face of Christ. Almost every morning I find 
myself in front of a mirror as I use shaving cream and an old 
Gillette razor in an effort to make my face more presentable. 
But Paul is talking about gazing into a different kind of a 
mirror—one that reveals to us the beauty of Christ. This gaz-
ing occurs when we reverently read in our Bibles about the 
life and character of Jesus. But it also can happen without a 
Bible whenever we find ourselves “setting our hearts on 
things above” (Colossians 3:1) or “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the 
author and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2). 

As Paul makes it so clear in these verses, transformation 
“comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit” (v. 18). How much of 
a priority will you be placing this week on putting yourself in 
the place where transformation is likely to occur? 

SONG: May the Mind of Christ, My Savior 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, please forgive me for 

rushing into the day without giving much attention to the 
most important thing of all! 

—Ron Woodward 
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Tuesday 
August 31 Why We Don’t Quit 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 4:1, 16-18 
I’ve been a fan of Kurt Warner for years. He retired this year 
after a storybook career as an NFL quarterback. He took his 
teams to three Super Bowls, winning one of them with the St. 
Louis Rams. Kurt Warner’s professional football journey was 
never easy. At more than one point it appeared that his career 
might be over, especially early on when he had to resort to 
boxing groceries for an Iowa supermarket. I’ve wondered what 
it was that kept Kurt Warner going. 

In today’s Scripture reading Paul tells us exactly what it 
was that kept him going in ministry for Christ in spite of 
suffering and unbelievable hardship. Let me try to put words 
into Paul’s mouth. We do not lose heart because of: 

 An overwhelming sense that it’s only by God’s mercy that 
we’ve been given this ministry in the first place. 

 An awareness that we have been appointed as ambassadors 
for the King of Kings to represent Christ in the world (2 
Corinthians 5:20). 

 Our confidence that our “New Covenant Ministry,” ener-
gized by the Holy Spirit, has a much greater glory than what 
was manifest in the Old Testament when Moses received the 
10 Commandments on Mount Sinai (2 Corinthians 3:7-11). 

 Our focus is not on things that are seen, but on what is un-
seen (4:18)—that glorious eternal world that awaits us after 
our ministry is completed. 
My prayer is that in catching some of Paul’s vision for 

ministry you and I will have the same incentives not to lose 
heart, not to give up. 

SONG: O Jesus, I Have Promised 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, thank you so much 

for graciously enlisting me in ministry. Help me today to be 
sensitive to every opportunity that presents itself. 

—Ron Woodward 
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Wednesday 
September 1 Ministry as a Servant 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 4:1-6 
For decades radio preachers and TV evangelists have sought 
to convince us that we should assist financially in keeping 
their ministries afloat. And, because of their ever-present 
financial needs—and their need to project a very positive 
ministry image—my guess is that few of these men and 
women could say with transparent honesty, “…we do not 
preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as 
your servants for Jesus’ sake” (italics mine). 

Yet, without any hesitation, this was Paul’s clear-cut 
testimony to those in Corinth and to the world beyond. Jesus 
Christ was absolutely central to his verbal message. Further-
more, he makes it clear in this epistle that he’s fully prepared 
to live out his life as a servant (slave in Greek) to others. 

It’s often been said that many of us glory in the idea of 
servanthood until someone asks us to do a menial task—to 
scrub a floor, take out the trash, or take orders from someone 
else. “That’s not my ministry,” we might announce piously. 

Becoming a servant for Jesus’ sake requires a healthy 
dose of humility. As Richard Foster points out in his classic 
book, Celebration of Discipline, self-righteous service often 
passes for the real thing. Self-righteous service desires human 
recognition and takes pride in a great expenditure of human 
effort. On the other hand, being a servant for Jesus’ sake calls 
us to simple acts of love and kindness which may go un-
noticed. As a Christian, you are a minister! So whether your 
ministry is a public one recognized by the church, or simply 
the quiet call of God to care lovingly for others, Christ will be 
honored if you adopt Paul’s approach to ministry. 

SONG: Make Me a Servant 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, grant me the grace 

and the humility to follow you in the role of a servant to others! 
—Ron Woodward 



79 

Thursday 
September 2 Earthen Vessels 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 4:7-15 
I am writing in February, but by the time you read this I’m 
guessing that Tiger Woods will be back winning golf tourna-
ments. Tiger’s infidelities and his abrupt departure from the 
golf scene triggered a barrage of media scrutiny and specula-
tion brought on at least in part by Tiger’s previously near-
perfect public image. Apart from occasionally throwing a golf 
club in anger, Tiger Woods came across not only as the ulti-
mate professional golfer but also as an exemplary and a loving 
husband and father. To adapt Paul’s analogy, the “treasure” 
was never in an earthen vessel. 

But you and I, egged on by our own egos, deal with the 
same human tendencies that led Tiger and his handlers to do 
everything possible to maintain an attractive public image. 
Let’s face it; we want to look good in ministry! We strive to 
hide our flaws and weaknesses and want to “put the best foot 
forward.” On the other hand, Paul says, “We carry this pre-
cious Message around in the unadorned clay pots of our ordi-
nary lives” (The Message). Paul knew something that we need 
to realize as well: the better the vessel looks, the less likely it 
is that the treasure will be seen at all. It’s only through 
cracked, grubby, and imperfect pots that the treasure of Christ 
shines through. What this means, of course, is that it’s a terri-
ble strategy of ministry to try to hide our weaknesses and 
make every effort to look good in the eyes of others. Some-
times the most powerful witness we can ever make comes 
when we humbly confess a sin or a serious mistake we may 
have made in trying to follow the Lord. 

Don’t be ashamed of the old clay pot! 

SONG: Channels Only 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, please deliver me from 

trying to look good and trying impress others by my ministry! 
—Ron Woodward 
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Friday 
September 3 Looking Beyond the Probable 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 
When you graduated from high school, one or two classmates 
may have been considered “most likely to succeed.” How 
accurate were the predictions as your classmates considered 
one another merely “from a worldly point of view”? 

Now, consider for a moment the non-Christians in your 
current sphere of influence. Which ones would you guess are 
least likely to ever become Christians? Unfortunately, most of 
us have rather fixed ideas about our unbelieving friends, 
colleagues, or acquaintances. There’s just something about 
their current lifestyles and world views that seem to be light 
years away from the kingdom of God.  

But consider Saul of Tarsus. Don’t you suppose that in 
his time he would have been near the top of the list of least 
likely to become Christians? After all, Saul had dedicated his 
whole life to stamping out what he considered to be a danger-
ous heresy. But think of what happened to him, not only on 
the Damascus Road but in all the years to follow! 

In today’s passage, Paul tells us that at one time he and 
his friends looked at Jesus from merely a human point of view 
(a big mistake!). As a result, he urges all of us to get beyond 
our normal patterns of thinking in order to visualize the most 
unlikely people coming to Christ and becoming “a new crea-
tion.” God is in the business of accomplishing far more than is 
humanly probable. Perhaps it’s time to begin praying ear-
nestly for someone you’ve always lumped into the category of 
“least likely to become a Christian.” 

SONG: Amazing Grace 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Father, help me to overcome 

my doubts about what you can do in the lives of others. Show 
me how to pray boldly for someone for whom Christ died. 

—Ron Woodward 
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Saturday 
September 4 Commending Ourselves 

BIBLE READING: 2 Corinthians 6:3-10 
In the early days of the Salvation Army, Kate Booth, daughter 
of founder William Booth, told her “Hallelujah Lassies” that 
people would not be looking at their Bibles to learn about the 
gospel because they didn’t know their Bibles. Instead, people 
would be looking at them as individuals to try to figure out if 
the gospel was true. The incident bears out the famous words 
of Marshal McLuhan, “the medium is the message.” 

Paul knew that the integrity and consistency of his life 
was the important “letter of recommendation” that had the 
ability to persuade skeptics in the church at Corinth. And note 
the way he goes about commending himself with an impres-
sive list of positive qualities—hard work, purity, understand-
ing, patience, kindness, sincere love, truthful speech and, of 
course, the power of God. But notice the list that comes before 
that—troubles, hardships and distresses, sleepless nights and 
hunger, beatings, imprisonments, and riots. He also says 
sometimes he was perceived as an unknown entity or as an 
imposter. At other times he was subjected to dishonor and 
persecution. It’s sobering, isn’t it, to realize that people are 
watching even when we experience suffering, loss, or a series 
of reversals. During those times we’re tempted to hide and 
withdraw from ministry. But even then—perhaps especially 
then—Jesus says, “You are the salt of the earth…You are the 
light of the world” (Matthew 5:13-14). In order for your minis-
try and mine to come across with integrity, that ministry must 
be backed by a life. There must be a high degree of consis-
tency and credibility, as well as an attractiveness in what 
others see, even during tough times. 

SONG: In the Cross of Christ I Glory 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, do show me one simple 

thing I can do today to minister to someone who needs me. 
—Ron Woodward 




