Sermon at Norham Church and on Zoom
The Second Sunday of Epiphany, 19th January 2025


Psalm 36.5-10; 1 Corinthians 12.1-11


From our first Bible reading, from Psalm 36: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Your love, O LORD, reaches to the heavens,
   and your faithfulness to the clouds.
6 Your righteousness is like the strong mountains,
   your justice like the great deep;
   you save both human and beast, O LORD.

In other words, God’s abundant goodness is unsearchable, like the heavens and the clouds; it is inexhaustible, like the strong mountains and the great deep;[footnoteRef:1] and it is all-embracing, in saving both humans and animals.  As in the words of the hymn, [1:  Cf. Derek Kidner, Psalms 1-72, IVP, London, 1973, p147.] 


There’s a wideness in God’s mercy,
like the wideness of the sea.
There’s a kindness in God’s justice,
which is more than liberty.

For the love of God is broader
than the measures of man’s mind,
and the heart of the Eternal
is most wonderfully kind.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  F. W. Faber (1814-1863).] 


The wideness of God’s mercy and the kindness of God’s justice mean that we, as servants of God, can afford to be generous in our judgements.  Our response to God’s love does not need to be competitive.  

Some verses from today’s second reading, from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians: 

There are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5and there are varieties of services, but the same Lord.  …  7To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 8To one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, … 9to another faith by the same Spirit, 

and so on.  And, I would like to add, 

To some is given the gift of arranging flowers, to others the gift of playing the organ, and singing in the choir; to some is given the gift of ringing the church bell, and preparing the church for worship, and to others the gift of welcoming people to our worship; to some is given the gift of reading the Bible, to others the gift of leading the prayers; to some is given the gift of serving at the altar, and assisting with the chalice, and to others is given the gift of serving refreshments after the service; to some is given the gift of serving on the PCC, to others the gift of cleaning the church, and caring for the churchyard; to some is given the gift of organisation, and to others the gift of building up community life; … and so on.

It’s a long list, but that’s not the end of it.  There are varieties of services, but the same Lord, and to each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.  There are so many ways in which the members of Norham Church contribute to the life of the church and the wider community.  And, because of God’s steadfast love for each of us, we can afford to be generous in our judgements.  We know that we are loved by God, come what may, for all our faults and failings, and so we have the security of seeing others in the same way, as being loved by God, come what may, for all their faults and failings.  And we can rejoice in what each of us has to offer.

As I remember from my university days, when two or more people are living in the same house, then each of them will feel that they do more than their fair share of the washing up!  But, as Jesus said, 

Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.  (Matthew 18.20)

And, when Christ is present with us, our response to God’s love does not need to be competitive.  We can afford to be generous in our judgements of what each of us has to offer.

As followers of Christ, we are called to serve God, and to serve God’s church, and to serve God’s world.  We might sometimes feel that we do more than our fair share; we might sometimes feel that our service is a burden.  If that be so, then something is wrong, because Jesus also said, 

My yoke is easy, and my burden is light.  (Matthew 11.30)

Our service of God, and God’s church, and God’s world, should not feel like a burden.  It may be costly, but that’s another matter.  Jesus spoke of the man who sold all he had, in order to gain the pearl of great value (Matthew 13.45‑46).  

Again, we are not called to save the world, because Christ, in his death and resurrection, has already done that.  We are called, not to save, but to serve.  And in God’s service is perfect freedom.  

To return to our first Bible reading, from Psalm 36:

How priceless is your love, O God!  …
9 For with you is the well of life,
   and in your light we see light.
10 Continue your loving-kindness to those who know you,
   and your favour to those who are true of heart.

‘In your light we see light’.  C. S. Lewis once said, 

I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.travisdickinson.com/cs-lewis-believing-sun-rise/.] 


I would like to re-phrase that slightly, 

We believe in God as we believe in the sun: not only because we discern God’s presence in the world, but because, by God’s presence, we see the world in a different way.

God shows loving-kindness to those who know him, and favour to those who are true of heart.  But I do not wish you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters in Christ.  God shows favour, but he does not have favourites.  As I said at the beginning, God’s abundant goodness is all-embracing, for both humans and animals.  God’s favour is for all people, and for the whole world.

The difference for us is that, somehow or other, by God’s grace, we have been called to follow Christ, and our belief in God enables us to appreciate God’s favour.  

God’s favour is not confined to Norham Church.  But, as a church, we are blessed with the capacity to appreciate, and witness to, God’s favour, for us and for the world.  That is why Norham Church is here: not as a repository of God’s favour, in an isolated part of Norham, but as a witness of God’s favour, for the whole of Norham, and beyond.  

We come here to worship once a week, because God’s loving-kindness is for the whole world, all the time.
