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The Grace 
1 Corinthians 13:14 

 
At the age of 17, during a gap year, I started working at Pilgrim Hall Conference 

Centre in the wonderfully named Uckfield, north of Brighton in East Sussex, England. 
I had grown up in the Brethren Church where there was no liturgy and I often 

discovered that other Christians didn’t things do things the same way as in the Church in 
which I grew up.  I remember sitting in a staff Bible study and as we came to the end the 
leader said quietly “The Grace”, which I thought was a bit odd as it well after dinner. 

Then everyone but me started to intone in meaningful voices “The grace of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all” 
Some had their eyes shut with a reverent look on their face, some were looking 
meaningfully around I just had a look of shock having no idea what had just happened 
and how they all knew what to say. 

But these words that I suspect that many of us know so well should remain 
stunning to us. Familiarity has if not bred contempt, has stopped us from really listening 
to, learning from and living out these words.  I pray that as we look at the words of The 
Grace we will find that they comfort, challenge and even confront us. 

WORDS OF COMFORT: WELCOME 

We may be tempted to start by looking at what this verse tells us the nature of 
God as we see Father, Son and Holy Spirit but I think it is better to start to look at the 
real subject of this verse which is the idea of grace, love and communion or fellowship.  
These are the words that Paul wants his readers to have in their minds as they think 
about God. 

Grace, love, fellowship, these are words of welcome, friendship and acceptance.  
Astounding words and so different from how many think of God.  If we were to put 
together what a common reworking of the sentence it could be “May the ethics of Jesus, 
the indifference of God and emotion of the Holy Spirit be with those who self-identify as 
religious.” 

But the words are of grace, love and fellowship to all. 
And this is not dependant on us, this welcome is purely down to the grace and 

love of God for us.  Early in 2 Corinthians Paul had written: “For you know the grace of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so 
that by his poverty you might become rich.” (8:9)   

Grace is not simply a characteristic of Jesus expressing the love of God, it has a 
concrete expression, a historic anchor in the self giving of Jesus life, death and 
resurrection.  Here at the cross we see the self sacrificial love of God, a grace which 
wins our salvation, shows us God’s love for us and by the Holy Spirit welcomes us into 
the family.  It is this grace that is sufficient for us.   

One commentator has put it “a grace completely undeserved, yet overwhelmingly  
generous and astonishingly committed to the well being of sinful human beings.” (Kruse) 

I hope that you know the great comfort of knowing this grace, love and welcome, 
this amazing grace, deep love and eternal communion.  Are these words your own? Is 
this grace, love and welcome with you?.  Don’t leave today without making them your 
own.  
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WORDS THAT CHALLENGE: PUT JESUS FIRST 

But there is not only comfort there is also challenge 
Many years later from that day I was the assistant minister at St. Martin’s Killara.  

At the evening service the minister would leave the prayer desk which was on the south 
side of the church move to the middle, he would read The Grace as a benediction, walk 
back to the prayer desk, put the book down before going to the Vestry which was on the 
north side of the building.  I decided that this was all a bit fussy, I could make it simpler 
by simply moving to the middle saying The Grace and then moving to the Vestry. How 
hard could it be to remember such a well known bit of liturgy? 

So the service came to an end, I left the prayer book on the prayer desk, moved 
to the middle of the Church and said: “The Grace of God and the love of God and … um”  
I was stumped and I had to go back to the prayer desk for the prayer book to get it right. 

What had thrown me was that The Grace doesn’t start where you would expect it.  
We are used to talking of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but Paul doesn’t follow that order, 
it starts not with God as such but with the Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

This should surprise us perhaps more than it does.  Paul was a good 
monotheistic Jew who knew deep in his being that there was no one above God, and it 
was God alone who he was to worship with all his heart, mind, soul and strength.  So 
how could he put Jesus before God?   He had discovered or better it had been revealed 
to him as he put it earlier in this letter: “For it is the God who said, “Let light shine out of 
darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of 
God in the face of Jesus Christ”.  2 Cor 4:6 

This change in order then is not simply a stylistic variation, Paul is making a 
profound theological point.  The God of creation, the God of the Exodus, the God 
praised in the Psalms has now been revealed in a carpenter from Nazareth and his 
ignominious death and there we see the grace of God revealed.  Paul kept coming back 
to Jesus and his cross and his resurrection for there he knows the grace, love and 
fellowship of God. 

All true Christian thinking and theology flows from the reality of Jesus.  So the 
challenge for us is do we put Jesus in the same exalted place, or do we think in vague 
terms about God.  If we do not focus on Jesus, we will not truly know the grace and love 
and welcome that we are offered.  That is the challenge to keep putting Jesus first. 

WORDS THAT CONFRONT US 

But these words don’t just comfort and challenge, they confront us. 
These well known peaceful words end one of Paul’s most contentious letters 

where Paul has been in serious conflict with a congregation he truly loves but with whom 
he has serious issues, and it seems they with him. 

The words of The Grace then are not just a blessing but they are to confront the 
Corinthians with the reality of where they are.  If they have grace, love and fellowship 
from Jesus, God and the Holy Spirit are they showing such grace, love and fellowship in 
their community? The answer is clearly no.  And sadly it remains true.  The hypocrisy of 
Christians, the judgmentalism of “the Godly” and the guilt of the unholy Church remains 
the experience of far too many 

As many will know I have recently been in Jerusalem.  For a Christian, the centre 
piece of any visit is to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.  But here at the site or Jesus 
crucifixion, his burial and of his resurrection 4 different Christian denominations show a 
spectacular failure to show grace, love and fellowship.  In fact such is the distrust and 
enmity between the different Christian communities that for centuries the keys to the 
Church have been in the care of a Muslim family who live opposite the Church. 

We may weep at such a situation but are we any better, do we as a Church and 
individuals show grace, love and fellowship. 
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A mistake that is often made when thinking about ideas about grace and love is 
that they are warm and cuddly sort of words that make us feel good about ourselves.  
But we mistake the grace of Jesus and the love of God like that. 

I wonder how many of you are dog people?  The wonderful thing about dogs is 
they love us no matter what, always happy to see us, excited when we do things with 
them.  They are completely uncritical in their love, they just affirm us. 

That is the love of a dog but not the love of God.  God does love us, but does he 
does not uncritically affirm all that we are and what we do.  Rather he wants us to grow 
in grace, love and fellowship.   

After all Jesus came to save us not to tell us that he is OK and we are OK, but to 
repent, to change our lives.  The grace of Jesus reaches to us wherever we are but it 
shouldn’t leave us there, but should lead us into a new way of living. 

So how are we doing, are grace love and fellowship with us? 
The way to change this is not to try really hard to summon up these things but to 

come back to the source and pray that they will be with us.  For if we show the grace of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, the Love of God and the Fellowship of the Holy Spirit what a 
blessing we will be to each other and to our city. 

So let us say again the words of comfort, the challenge and confrontation,  
The Grace 
The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the 

Holy Spirit be with us all evermore. Amen. 
 


