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Sermon Transcript: Debbie Sellin, Bishop of Southampton

Week 1: The Overflow of Grace - 2 Corinthians 8:1-9
Let us pray. 
Heavenly Father, we thank you for your word and we ask you now to come and speak to our hearts and minds. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
Les Miserables is one of the most successful musicals. It's based on a book by Victor Hugo, and amongst stories of love, of war, of family ties of poverty, there runs a theme of grace. A grace that is transformative and a grace, that changes lives. Jean Valjean is the main character - at the beginning of the story he's released from prison. He's been in prison for stealing some bread at a time of real poverty, and he comes out of prison, and he finds himself on the streets, and he's mistreated. One man looks kindly on him, a priest called Monseigneur Bienvenu, and he invites some into his home. He gives some food and a place to sleep. That night Valjean gets up and he steals the silverware and runs away. He's caught by the police and brought back to the house, and rather than condemning him, the priest actually does the opposite. He offers him in addition to what is already taken the silver candlesticks, you forgot to take these, he said. 
The police have nothing to charge him with and so they leave. The priest and Valjean have a conversation, and the priest says “this is your chance. This is your opportunity to do something different to live a life that is different. And remember that when you look on these silver candlesticks.” And from that point, Valjean chooses to live a different life. He's honest, he's successful, and through all of that he shows kindness, he seeks justice he shows forgiveness to people around him, and all of this in response to an act of grace, shown to him. 
In our passage here in 2 Corinthians Paul is speaking to the Christians in Corinth, and he's reminding them of the grace that they have received from Jesus. Listen to the words of verse nine. ‘You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.’ Let's break that down a bit and remind ourselves of the grace that we have received from Jesus. Jesus chose to leave the glory of heaven to share in our humanity. At Christmas time, we often read about this in the opening prologue to John's Gospel. The Word became flesh and dwelt among us. Jesus chose to leave that place of glory, a place of closeness with the Father, and stooped down to live amongst us. Why did he do that? He did that so that the relationship with the Father could be restored. 
We were lost. The bonds were broken, our connection had been destroyed. And Jesus came so that His death and resurrection would open up a new way. A new way for us to restore that relationship, and to know life in all its fullness. That is truly remarkable. We, who deserve nothing have been offered everything. This is grace. Think for a moment about some of the people that Jesus met when he was alive on earth, people that came close to him, people who understood something of what was on offer to them was, and how that changed their lives completely. We've got the disciples right from the early beginning, called to follow Jesus. People who thought they would never be disciples had gone back to the family trade and here they were called into a new way of living. Acceptance offered to them a place to belong, and so they leave everything their livelihoods and follow Jesus. 
Think about the woman who came into the house of Simon and anointed the feet of Jesus, with expensive perfume. Her response of love to all that she had received from Jesus. And think of Zacchaeus. The Outcast the tax collector. The one who wasn't part of society because 
nobody wanted to know him. Who saw in Jesus forgiveness, and in response gave away 
half of his possessions and paid back four times, what he owed. These are just some 
of the stories of people touched by grace. People who allow that grace to flow
through them, leading to instinctive acts of generosity.

So, Paul here is reminding again, the people in Corinth, of the grace that they have received, 
and he's telling them about the people in Macedonia, the Christians there who have been filled 
with grace to the point of it overflowing through their lives. And this has translated to a generous response to the collection for the church in Jerusalem. In fact, they've given beyond their means. They've known difficult times they've known poverty. But in receiving that grace and allowing it to flow through them, they give sacrificially. 
So why is Paul telling the church at Corinth this story. Yes, in one way, he's encouraging generosity, but he's also demonstrating where that comes from where that place of instinctive generosity comes from, but in many ways what he's saying to them is raise your expectations of what God can do through you. Receive His grace in full. Know the joy of it and let it transform your life. Jean Valjean received grace with open hands. He was desperate. He had no other options. But he also recognised his need. And so, he willingly received what was on offer. 
Sometimes we need to acknowledge our needs of God's grace. We live in a very self-sufficient part of the world. And it's humbling to acknowledge that we are nothing, without Jesus. And so we need to acknowledge our own need of that grace in order to receive it in full. Jesus invites us to come with open hands, to recognise all that he has done for us, and to receive His grace in full. And as we do so, his Spirit does the work through us. So that grace flows through us and out into the world. 
This is a Church that I want to be part of. Where grace flows in abundance, and where we live, as children of God, playing our part in the Kingdom. 
I pray that we may know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, in full.

Amen.

