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Excelling 

Texts: Lamentations 3:17-27, II Corinthians 8:7-15 

Kirkpatrick Memorial Presbyterian Church – June 27, 2021 

Rev. Michael F. Atzert 

 

 I remember that when I was working for the bank, each year, we would get our annual 

reviews.  There were three categories of rating as I recall: does not meet, meets, and exceeds.  Of 

course, the goal was always to get as many exceeds as possible because our pay increases were 

based on merit.  The more exceeds, the more annual raise you would get.  In any job, I think it is 

safe to say that we would all want to do our best, to be successful, and to exceed in the job 

functions.  If we do, we will be rewarded.  We will rest in the knowledge that our boss is pleased 

with our work.  And, I think it is pretty safe to say that we would feel good knowing that we 

have worked hard and done well. 

 Paul writes in this section of II Corinthians to encourage the church there to consider 

where they are in their faith and to spur them on to giving toward Paul’s ministry.  This is 

basically first century stewardship for Paul and the Corinthian church.  To excel not only in faith, 

speech, knowledge, earnestness and love, but to also excel in what they give toward the Lord’s 

ministry through Paul.  In the verses just prior to these, Paul highlights the work of the 

Macedonian churches who have, in spite of poverty, given beyond their ability. 

 We could certainly talk this morning about stewardship, especially as we enter the 

summer months.  Giving typically declines during the summer as vacations and time away take 

our time and attention.  So, please remember to keep up with your giving over the next few 

months.  Instead of stewardship, I would like for us to talk about these traits that the Corinthian 

church excels in according to Paul.  Faith, knowledge, earnestness, love and finally grace. 

 “But since you excel in everything – in faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete 

earnestness, and in the love we have kindled in you – see that you also excel in this grace of 
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giving.  I am not commanding you, but I want to test the sincerity of your love by comparing it 

with the earnestness of others.”  Let us start with faith.  Where are you in your faith in Jesus 

Christ?  Do you feel in the rhythm and flow of a growing and nurturing relationship with God 

through Jesus Christ?  Look at where you were a year ago – have you grown?  Are you feeling as 

connected – or more so – than you were then?  Are you spending regular time in prayer and 

reading the Bible?  Have you intentionally noticed God as you go about your day? 

 What would it take for you to excel in your faith?  What changes would you need to 

make in order to change your spiritual appraisal from “meets” to “exceeds” – or excels?  Is there 

a service component missing from your life right now?  Are there places where you need to 

exercise your faith more – with a local mission or here at the church?  How can you more 

faithfully nurture your love for God? 

 Next, we move to speech and knowledge.  Looking at them together, do you know 

enough – or have enough information in order to share your faith with someone else?  Can you 

articulate what it is that you believe well enough so that it could be understood by someone else 

– someone perhaps who needs to hear some good news about the hope of Jesus Christ?  Just 

thinking about how to excel in speech, how do you use opportunities to talk with others?  Is your 

speech uplifting of another or do your words tear down?  Especially in these times in which we 

live, there is an almost acceptance of feeling like we can tell others what they are doing wrong – 

how they are living their lives – and why they are way off base.  Or can we speak in ways that 

show we are excelling in faithfulness before God? 

 Thinking about knowledge.  How do we approach our desire to knowledge?  Do we just 

know everything we need to, or are we open to learning?  Are we teachable?  Can we admit that 

none of us knows everything, but by listening and talking respectfully and lovingly with others, 



3 
 

we can maybe learn something or change or confirm a viewpoint we have held?  How can we 

excel more in speech and in knowledge? 

 Earnestness and love.  How earnest are you in your faith walk?  How complete is your 

earnestness?  Are you eager to serve and share your gifts in service to God?  Or do you have 

motives or baggage along with your earnestness?  And is everything that you say or do or know 

wrapped in a love that is kindled inside each of us?  A love kindled inside each of us.  In what 

ways do you excel in your earnestness and your love – love of God and love of your neighbor?  

How can you more fully excel in these traits? 

 “See that you also excel in this grace of giving.”  Paul was talking about physical giving 

– monetary offerings, but what about the grace you give in other tangible ways?  How can you 

excel in grace as it relates to all that is going on in our world and in our lives today?  Can you 

show more grace to those who make different decisions on vaccines that you do?  Can you show 

grace to those who share different viewpoints than you do – theologically, socially, or 

politically?  Maybe this is where it gets difficult for you.  Maybe this is the point where you say, 

“I cannot do it.”  God can help.  And not only help, but God’s presence and power in your life 

might even be able to lead you toward excelling in grace – taking it the that next level in your 

life, even and especially in those areas of which you are the most passionate. 

 When it comes down to it, we have no idea what others are going through right now.  We 

probably do not know what has prompted them to make a certain choice or decision.  How can 

we respond by excelling in love and grace toward that person?  How can we put aside the speech 

and instead excel at listening?  Jane Lancaster Patterson, recently retired Associate Professor of 

New Testament at the Seminary of the Southwest in Austin, Texas, writes, “English translations 

obscure an important theme of 2 Corinthians that is prominent in today’s reading: the word grace 
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(Greek, charis). It is translated variously in 2 Corinthians as favor, privilege, generous 

undertaking, generous act, and blessing. Yet none of these words comes close to conveying the 

heart of grace, which is the life-giving power of God. In Paul’s view, the steady act of believing 

in Christ (Greek pistis) opens up within the believer a channel for the grace of God to enter the 

world, bringing life to people who have been under the power of death. Grace is the power that 

is saving and reconciling the world, a power with its origins in God, its channel through 

communities of believers, and its goal in every place where brokenness, suffering, and 

destruction reign”  (From Internet.  https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-

common-lectionary/ordinary-13-2/commentary-on-2-corinthians-87-15-5.  06/22/21). 

 As I have already said, Paul’s words to the Corinthians are in reference to their giving – 

their offering.  How can we excel at giving of ourselves more – dealing generously with others?  

We have each been through so much over the past 15 months.  Some are still in that dark place – 

afraid, more timid.  Some are not ready to travel out yet.  Still others are ready to jump back in 

and have already.  Can we excel in our faith with one another and honor and respect one another 

regardless of which point we find ourselves?  Can we excel in grace with those who are not 

ready yet – if we are?  Can we excel in love with those who are out and about – if we are not? 

 Friends, it is so important – maybe now more than ever – that we love and accept one 

another wherever we are.  Because of that grace found only in Jesus Christ.  Let us excel – in 

faith, in speech, in knowledge, in complete earnestness, in love, and especially in grace.  Let us 

pray… 

Loving and forgiving God, we want to excel in our faith.  We want to lead faithful lives and walk 

with You in all things.  But it is hard.  It is impossible.  We pray, dear Lord, that You would help 

us to excel in faith, in love, in knowledge, in speech, in our passion for You, and ultimately in 

grace that we show – grace that has been shown to us.  Guide us in these things, we pray in 

Christ’s name, Amen. 
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