My grace is sufficient….. by Revd Bernard Hughes
2Cor 12v9 “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power or strength is made perfect in weakness.”

These words were spoken to St. Paul by the Lord, when he felt a physical weakness or an affliction which Paul called his “…thorn in the flesh”. It was obviously a personal matter between the Lord and St. Paul.

In many ways, the Christian treads a lonely road when there are times we experience something which is so personal as to be impossible to share with another. It is like the time when Jacob wrestled alone with the angel of God just before his meeting with the fearful Esau. This loneliness can be explained because of our decision to commit our lives to Christ in an act of self surrender to him. As an individual, as an ‘I’ who is captured by the beloved ‘Thou’ I no longer have myself at all anymore. Faith in Christ means there is a loss of self and that is exactly what happens when Christ enters our lives by grace through faith. It is God’s work of new creation out of nothing. Because we are beloved of God, we thereby receive ourselves from him. Our whole life depends on him. We do not exist on the basis of what we have been or of what we have made of ourselves. Instead, by receiving from Christ, the beloved, we exist by his grace. “My grace is sufficient for you, for my strength is made perfect in weakness”. This then is the positive aspect of God’s love for us.
This aspect of love grants us new being. We become our very selves and no other. God’s love is not made on a basis of comparison. It is unique to each one of us. The look of love is not there before the lover is seen. It comes to be when the eye is directed to the beloved person as one who is loved. As I said, this is a positive and unique experience. When Christ turns to us and we turn to him we move away from ourselves. The ‘I’ is freed of itself and becomes selfless. “…not my will but thine be done”. (Luke22v42). We know that these words came from the lips of Christ in Gethsemane. In our new found selflessness, we receive ourselves in a new way. It is not ‘I’ that lives but the loving Christ lives in me. So, what emerges from our nearness to Christ is an ever greater selflessness, as one reads in the Song of Solomon 8v6 “…love is as strong as death”. 
Here we discover a paradox, almost a contradiction, because this kind of love has a peculiar nearness to death, “…for love is as strong as death”. St. Paul put it this way: “I have been crucified with Christ. And the life which I live now is no longer my own life. It is the life which Christ lives in me. My present life is a bodily one. Yet I live my life by faith in the Son of God who loved me and surrendered himself for my sake”. (Gal. 2v20).

I am reminded of a saying ‘I believe, therefore I suffer’. Let us be clear, believers in Christ will experience suffering even as Christ himself suffered, as for example, the rejection he felt at Nazareth his home town. We would like to rejoice in God, yet that joy is often withheld. We grieve over the concerns and worries we have. We are not unaffected by tragedies in a world for want of freedom, justice and peace. We look into a world painfully marked by cruelty and oppression. We ask the question: How is the tragic reality of life compatible with the glorious truth ‘God is love’. His love seems concealed and we suffer a kind of discrepancy between the certainty of the Good News of Christ and what appears to be God’s absence in the affairs of this world. I quoted just now the verse from Song of Solomon “…love is as strong as death”, but love is also weak. Love is strong on the pathway of love, but this path is often crossed by other paths with what is not love. We are affected by those events of lovelessness especially when we are faced with life’s anxieties, disappointments and non-reciprocation.  
I believe this was the situation St. Paul had to face in his involvement with the Corinthian Christians. In his love for them, he was being confronted by their lovelessness. He had been accused of fickleness and indecision. There were people in the Church who were misleading the congregation. There were factions and controversies. Jewish Christian leaders detracting from Paul’s leadership and authority and added to his burdens he had this thorn in the flesh, and what is more the Lord refused to remove it. God had permitted it to come into his life. Love’s weakness still has the capability of strength because love can be helped to victory only by love. Said Jesus “My grace is sufficient for you, (or we could say my love is sufficient for you,) for my power is made perfect in weakness”. Paul’s response is clear: “For the sake of Christ…I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecution and calamities for when I am weak then am I strong”. Whenever we think of the cross of Christ, we connect the tested faith of our lives back to its origin, back to the God who suffered for us on the cross, because through his suffering love, in the face of such hostility, he helped the love that overcame death to victory which truly is the only comfort for suffering mankind. Our Lord has eternally condemned evil and sin to defeat.
What assurances do we have of his love?  Paul says. “Jesus Christ whom we preached to you was not Yes and No, Christ is not a Yes and No man, but in him it is always Yes. All the promises of God find their Yes in him”. And we say ‘Amen’ to them. God, by his word will never leave you or forsake you. There is a promise of God on every page of the Bible, if only we would take care to look for them, not least of all this wonderful promise “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness”.

.

