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Grace is Sufficient


What’s the difference between a doctor in the hospital pounding on a kid’s back and the bully in the alley doing the same thing? How come we have no problem with one of those? And a very significant problem with the other? Or have you ever thought about the nickname that only the family is allowed to call someone?  Why is that?


A relationship makes a difference, doesn’t it?  Who someone is to you… All this morning our readings have had to do with the difference a relationship with God makes, and in our sermon text from 2 Corinthians we see this when it comes to dealing with junk in a life.  A relationship makes a difference.
Have you seen the commercial?  “She’s the one who  makes the good times great and the tough times easier”?  You know, the one where they show scenes of the couple enjoying a great time together and then comforting one another when the bad news hits?  There’s something to that, isn’t there? A great relationship is not just for the good times. And it’s not just a sales pitch to buy some jewelry with 2 stones in it. It hearkens back to how we were created.  We were created for relationship. God made Adam and Eve in his image to be in his presence, and they were perfect - with a perfect relationship with him, walking in the garden with him together and everything. But before he made Eve, do you remember what he said about perfect, god-like man? “Not good.” “It’s not good for the man to be alone.”  We were made for relationship.
And this week our world is thinking about relationships. Whether you are in one or not, this week intensifies that. You single people will surely be reminded of your singleness by what you see going on around you. You people in a relationship may feel some stress to make sure you don’t disappoint your valentine. But a relationship is more than just the right gift. It’s more than just a celebrateion one day a year. So what is it?
What makes a marriage work? Or any relationship for that matter? Today God tells us – Grace is Sufficient.  Grace - that’s love, right?  So, was Dionne Warwick right – is what the world needs now really just  “love sweet love”? Was Virgil the poet right, does love really “conquer all”?

Think about Romeo and Juliet.  You know that story, right?  About the pair of “star-crossed lovers” who tried to prove that love could overcome any division. You can probably even quote Juliet describing how insignificant their warring families were in the face of their love,
“O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?

Deny thy father and refuse thy name.

Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,

And I’ll no longer be a Capulet.”


Love conquers all. They were willing to do anything for it.  And then they both ended up dead.  Hmmm. Is grace really sufficient?  No, not if it’s based on our lusts.  But of course, the grace Jesus tells Paul about is not based on our lusts.  It’s God’s grace.  And God’s grace is sufficient, first, to give us the proper attitude.


Look at how Paul describes it.  Verse 7:   7 To keep me from becoming conceited because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment me.   8 Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me.   9 But he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you."

Paul says he had his “thorn” (whatever that was) to “keep him from becoming conceited.” And I take comfort in the fact that we don’t know what the thorn was. It was something he didn’t like, something that didn’t seem good for him. And boy, we can relate to that, right?  When life doesn’t give us what we wanted, when suffering comes – we can just plug that in to this generic “thorn” Paul talks about here. Because we get praying for something to be fixed, some problem taken away, some solution brought. We get the frustration of asking and not hearing an answer, not seeing an answer. Right?
Have you prayed for your thorn to be taken from you? What is your thorn?  Is it a spouse you’re not getting along with? It seems life would be better without.  Is it a disease or debt? Is it a person that makes your life so difficult? What is your thorn?
Whatever it is, God says his grace is sufficient for that.  That’s a bold statement.  No matter what it is – he’s saying his grace can handle it. More accurately, his grace can strengthen you to handle it. Because his grace may just be giving you exactly what you need in that thorn.  Paul realized his thorn was good for him because it kept him from becoming conceited.  It comes back to your relationship with the one who lets these thorns come. Do you trust him?
Because really, it’s never really about the junk we’re going through, is it?  We may feel like it is, but it isn’t. I remember my body being beaten up and aching and feeling weak all over during football camp right before my senior year in High School as we were preparing to defend our State Championship. We had to bring chairs into the shower because we couldn’t even stand up we were so beaten and exhausted after the three-a-day practices.  And I remember feeling that same way with the flu a few Good Fridays ago, as I had to lean on the ambo to get through the sermon. Now – for the one I was OK with it, because I trusted our coach; I knew we had to all be in perfect shape to be ready for the season.  For the other, the flu-time, I might have done a bit more asking “why?” or more, “why now?” 

Maybe you can remember experiencing the same thing but in different contexts having a very different attitude toward it. Wives, maybe it’s his sweatshirt. Can you remember back to when you were dating, head over heels in love, and he happened to leave it on the chair when he left.  You picked it up and smelled it and it reminded you of how much you loved being near him. So you kept it, and let it remind you of him when he was gone. Yes, that’s the same sweatshirt you now found on the floor of the bedroom and you could feel your blood pressure rise as you asked yourself why he can’t clean up after himself, that pig!” So – same thing happened, but you were focused on different things and reacted differently.  You know what I’m talking about right? 

That’s what I’m saying. It’s not the junk you are going through; it’s your attitude toward it. And when God tells you “My grace is sufficient”, when we realize what his grace is, that makes a difference for our attitude. When we know the almighty God is with us, when we have front and center in our minds’ eye his love - that grace is sufficient to give us the proper attitude to deal with the struggles life brings.
Let’s work through it. Is his grace sufficient to help you deal with the thorn of a difficult relationship? Well, when you consider what he did for a relationship with you – he humbled himself to take flesh and be mocked and ridiculed and killed. If he was willing to do that, it makes it easier for you to deal with having to sacrifice in order for you and your spouse to get along. 

Or is his grace sufficient to help you deal with the sickness or pain you’re going through? Well, when you look at him and see the suffering he went through to accomplish what we needed, our pain doesn’t seem so bad.

Is his grace sufficient to help you through the depression of guilt and shame and feeling like a failure? Remember it’s his grace that did what he did to make you what you were not. “God made him who had no sin to be sin for us so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”  I’m not saying reciting a Bible passage instantly cures you of depression, but the more that truth grows on you and you realize what he died to make you, you know you are something special regardless of how you feel.  And that starts to change how you feel. 

His grace is sufficient to give us the proper attitude. His grace made us his, and with the Almighty and perfectly loving God on our side, we can handle it, because he’s doing it for our good.  That’s the reality.  So often, Satan wants to lie to us and tell us we’re experiencing something either because God can’t handle it or he doesn’t love us. But the more you learn and study God’s Word the more you realize how far either of those are from the truth. Story after story show his power. And when we see his Son hanging on the cross for my sins and yours – there is no greater love.
Which brings us to our next point: His grace is sufficient because we know that he lets those things happen so that we grow through the challenges. Jesus told Paul, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” It is brought to its goal in weakness. Because when we realize our weakness we can do nothing but look to his help.  And then we have strength, his strength.  

So God lets these things happen because he loves us. Look back on your relationships. When did they grow the most? It wasn’t when you were on some trip of a lifetime or vacationing on the beach.  It was when you had to lean on each other, when one of you NEEDED the other to get through whatever it was. My fortune cookie was right on the money when it said, “The gem cannot be polished without friction, nor man perfected without trials.” As that is true for us individually, it’s true for our relationships.

When we find ourselves with no one to go to but God, he strengthens us.  When we figure we’ve got this and don’t need his help, we aren’t growing closer to him.  Just like in our relationships, when you’re just coexisting and just happen to be sharing the same space, but not really leaning on each other for support and encouragement – your relationship isn’t growing.  But when you have to deal with real life and need to lean on each other to deal – you’re building that relationship that will survive and be able to handle debt worries and retirement and sickness and Alzheimer’s, even death.  And through it all – it will be able to give strength and support in your individual walk with God.

So couples, rejoice in challenges and tough times because you go through them together.  And, yes, you can get her that diamond to let her know you appreciate it. Or, even better, tell her you appreciate it again and again. You see, whatever you are going through, wherever your relationship is, God’s grace is sufficient. It fixed your relationship with him and gives you a model for your relationships with each other.
In Christ,
Amen
