
Page #1 

  

 
 

   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Together Matters: A Matter of Being Served” 
Rev. Dr. Martin Hall – Preaching 

I John 4: 7-12; 2 Corinthians 12: 1-10 

September 26, 2021 

 

“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”  Hear those words 

again.  “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.” 

 

I think I have shared in the past that the pinnacle moment of worship, for me, going back to the 

days of my childhood church, is the moment of singing Silent Night by candlelight on Christmas 

Eve.  I’ve always loved Christmas in general, and there is this beautiful eruption of the Spirit that 

takes place as we all sing together on Christmas Eve that is unparalleled, for me, the rest of the 

year.  One of the great blessings of being a worship leader in that service, however, is the visual 

we receive when we look out on the congregation during that song.  As the lights are turned off 

and the room descends into darkness, the vibrance of the light of those candles shining into the 

darkness of that space is a stunning visual that lives in my heart throughout the year.  And, for 

those of you who have shared in that experience here, or elsewhere, I want to encourage you to 

try to picture that moment in your minds.  See the darkness of the room and then allow your 

mind to envision the brilliance of the candles glowing into that darkness.  Imagine that brightness 

that pierces that darkness as the candles burn.  Because that, I want to suggest, is precisely what 

Paul is talking about here! 

 

Most of you have heard me talk, in the past, about the nearly impenetrable density of some of 

Paul’s writing.  I sometimes refer to the ‘erudite verbosity’ of his texts.  Sometimes it seems as 

though Paul grew up in one of those households where, if you only used 1 word when you could 

have used 10, you weren’t trying hard enough.  I have a certain degree of experience with that 

myself.  But, nonetheless, there’s no question that some of Paul’s texts can be particularly 

difficult to parse.  Sometimes it feels as though you have to pour over each phrase, every word, 

just to try to get a vague sense of what he’s saying.  And, this passage from 2 Corinthians is one 

of those! 

 

Paul is digging, here, into that concept of ‘boasting.’  That’s a pretty common theme for Paul.  It 

comes up frequently throughout his letters.  In fact, out of curiosity I looked it up as I was 

reflecting on things for this week, and I found that some version of the word ‘boast’ appears 62 

times in the Pauline letters.  Typically, his vamping on boasting revolves around the 

differentiation between our successes and God’s successes in us.  Repeatedly, what Paul tends to 

point to is that we have no basis on which to boast about this thing or that thing, because this 
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thing or that thing isn’t our achievement, it’s God’s!  ‘I have no reason to boast,’ Paul says again 

and again, ‘because I didn’t do this – God did.’ 

 

What’s interesting in this passage from 2 Corinthians, however, is that Paul takes it another step.  

‘Not only is this not my achievement,’ Paul says, ‘but it’s my shortfalls that really allow God to 

shine!’  ‘It’s my weakness that shows God’s power.’  Paul goes beyond the concept of boasting 

and into this notion that the weaker we are, the more God’s strength is displayed.  It’s in our 

weakness that we see God’s power.  It’s in our sinfulness that God’s grace finds its fruition.  It’s 

in our darkness that the light of God shines so brightly.  Wherever and whenever we aren’t 

enough, Paul suggests, it is there that the manifestation of God’s love is that much more clearly 

displayed.  Or, if I can take back to that image of the candles glowing on Christmas Eve – the 

darker the room, the brighter the light! 

 

Just think about that.  Consider the promise, the possibility, and the hope that comes from Paul’s 

assurance that what we aren’t, God is… that where we know darkness, God shines light… that 

where we are weak, God’s strength prevails.  Think about the wonder and joy that is ours in that 

promise, and then consider the inherent challenge that I John breathes into that very promise. 

 

Listen again, if you will, to just the last two verses of our reading from I John.  “Beloved, since 

God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another.”  This is something of a thesis 

statement of this passage from I John.  We didn’t love God first, God loved us, and therefore… 

“Beloved, since God loved us so much, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever 

seen God; if we love one another, God lives in us, and his love is perfected in us.”  I think there’s 

a tricky and challenging way in which these words connect to our passage from 2 Corinthians. 

 

Paul makes so clear notion that the weaker we are, the more God’s strength is displayed.  It’s in 

our weakness that we see God’s power.  It’s in our sinfulness that God’s grace finds its fruition.  

It’s in our darkness that the light of God shines so brightly.  Wherever and whenever we aren’t 

enough, Paul suggests, it is there that the manifestation of God’s love is that much more clearly 

displayed.  The darker the room, the brighter the light!  What I John forces us to consider, 

however, is how that promise and possibility changes, for us, when we realize that so much of 

the manifestation of God’s love in our lives doesn’t come from some miraculous intervention of 

the divine, but from the love of a friend, the compassion of a neighbor, or the kind gesture from 

that person we happen upon on the street. 

 

I want to ask you to look at the cover of this morning’s order of worship.  Consider the phrases 

that are shared there, open your mind to others like them that might strike to you today, and then 

consider, how many of those phrases would you be willing to share with God?  How many 

would you be willing to share with a spouse?  How about a family member or a friend?  A 

neighbor?  What about a stranger you just met? 

 

My assumption, of course, is that that answer is going to differ a bit for each of us.  My other 

guess, however, is that for most of us, there’s likely a fair amount of attrition as we make our 

way down that line.  A lot of us are fairly ready to be open about our struggles and weaknesses 

with God.  There are many things that we are willing to share in the intimacy of that private 

confessional that we know in our prayers with God.  What we might say to a spouse, however, 
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could be a little less.  To a friend, probably less than that.  To a neighbor, there aren’t likely 

many phrases like these that we’d use.  And, for that stranger that we just met, it doesn’t matter 

what our truth is.  When they ask us how we’re doing, we answer that all is good! 

 

As we continue through this journey on our theme of Together Matters, Julie focused, last week, 

on the manner in which our togetherness brings blessings in and through our service of others.  

The theme coming into this week, then, was the flip side of that coin – the blessings that God 

brings in and through our being served.  The more I reflected on this very concept of being 

served, the more my heart was drawn to this connection between Paul and I John.  Paul makes so 

clear that it is in our weakness that God’s power is displayed – that it is in our darkness that the 

light of God’s love shines so brightly.  Then I John reminds us that God’s love and light often 

doesn’t come from some miraculous intervention of the divine, but from the love of a friend, the 

compassion of a neighbor, or the kind gesture from that person we happen upon on the street, 

and it’s there that we run into a problem.  Many of us are ready and willing to invite God’s light 

and love into our darkness, our weakness, our every place and moment in which we aren’t 

enough.  When we start considering that God’s love might be coming through another, however, 

we are far less likely to let them in.  When we read I John in the context of 2 Corinthians, we are 

reminded that, more often than not, God’s love is manifest through the love of others around us, 

and that, more often than not, we quickly shut the door on those who are trying to get in.  All the 

while, we fail to realize that what we are really doing is pushing away the very people that God 

is sending to bring his light into the darkness that we know. 

 

I remember, some 12 years ago now, there were some things going on in our extended family 

that led to a challenging time – a period of my own darkness.  We were serving a church in 

Clarkston, MI, and they were tremendously loving and supportive through it all.  And, I 

remember one gesture, in particular, from a woman by the name of Susan, who happened to be 

the chair of our Deaconate Board at the time.  She came up to me one evening after a meeting 

and said, ‘I want to mow your lawn for you, when can I come over?’  The specificity of that offer 

has been something I’ve reflected on a lot over the years, but does anyone want to guess what 

my response was?  ‘Oh, that’s sweet,’ I said, ‘but I’m fine.  That’s not necessary.’  She pushed a 

little, I pushed back, and we moved on.  Less than 48 hours later, as I rushed home for the 45 

minute window I had available to get that lawn mowed before I ran out of light and then didn’t 

have time for days to come, I bustled around harried and stressed, and all I could think of was 

what a blessing it would have been had I been spared the burden of needing to get that chore 

done in that moment. 

 

Now, we can talk about giving and receiving, and we can talk about the fact that I refused that 

individual the gift of being able to be of help to another.  But, in truth, the thing that has always 

echoed in my heart and mind about that story is that, in that simple and specific way, Susan was 

one of the many ways that God was seeking to breathe the light of his love into a moment of my 

darkness.  And, all I did was shut the door and refuse to let it in! 

 

In the moments of worship to come, and in our prayers and reflections that we will know in the 

days to follow, I am confident that each and every one of us have those phrases that echo the 

truth of our hearts and lives today.  Some may be on the front of our order of worship, and others 

may emerge from the depths of our soul.  What I know, for sure, is that we all have those places 
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of darkness the are clamoring for the light of God’s love.  We should name them with God.  We 

must place those pains and struggles at God’s feet in our prayers.  But, what I want to suggest is 

that, as we name them with God, we should ask ourselves, who God might use to bring his light 

into those corners of darkness that we know.  And, more importantly, will we have the humility, 

the trust, and the faith to let them in? 

 


