
EXCEEDING ABUNDANCE
Ephesians 3:14-21 David B. Keller
John 6:1-21 July 25, 2021
TEXT: Ephesians 3:20-21 “Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to
accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church
and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen.”
PURPOSE: To invite us to so deeply trust God’s faithfulness and generosity working through us
that our living participates in divine abundance. 
___________________________________________________________________________

Here is a fundamental claim of the Christian faith:  God gives a whole lot
more than we ask.  God’s blessings not only exceed our need, they go beyond what
we would dare to imagine receiving.  The Letter to the Ephesians says it like this:
God is “able to accomplish far more than all we can ask or imagine.”  I like the
King James translation of these words: God is “able to do exceeding abundantly
above all that we ask or think.”

One of my great summer joys is picking berries.  Berry picking is a
marvelously contemplative practice for me.  I look at a bush which seems to not be
all that fruitful, then look a little closer, and there they are.  Berry picking for me
combines the focus on finding berries with the freedom of letting my mind easily
wander.  But also, berry picking presents an image of exceeding abundance.  A
month ago, I went strawberry picking.   The berries were ridiculously abundant.  In
less than an hour, I’d picked over ten pounds.  I froze some, made jam with some,
donated some to our shortcake stand at Old Home Day, and still had more than I
needed. 

The exceeding abundance of God is like bushes full of ripe berries.  The
berries are plentiful, but that only matters if someone picks them.  So also with
God’s abundance: it needs for us to get involved with it.  The Letter to the
Ephesians actually asks us to glorify “him who by the power at work within us is
able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine.”  That
clause – “by the power at work within us” – is crucial to our understanding of
God’s abundance.  When God accomplishes exceeding abundantly more than we
ask or imagine, it’s not an accomplishing taking place out there somewhere, totally
independent of God’s faithful people.  The divine power for abundance is a power
that works in and through people of faith.  You can bet that somehow, in some
way, God’s abundance will need for us to do something for it to be unleashed.  

Take the feeding of the five thousand, today’s lesson from the Gospel of
John.  The story leaves no doubt that Jesus multiplied the five loaves and two
fishes.  It says, as plain as can be, that “Jesus took the loaves, and when he had
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given thanks, he distributed them to those who were seated, so also the fish, as
much as they wanted.”  (John 6:11)  But there are two key places where his power
was working through people of faith, even though their faith may have been none
too sturdy.  The first place was where Andrew brought the boy with his loaves and
fishes.  “Here’s something for starters,” Andrew seems to be saying.  “But it’s like
a drop in the bucket!”  Yes it is, but bringing those loaves and fishes before Jesus
is a quantum leap from Philip’s previous whining about how much it would cost to
feed all those people. 

Philip sounds like someone who would do well as a member of many church
councils – you know, the guy who’s always ready to cut the funds allocated to feed
hungry people or support missionaries, on the grounds that there’s simply no way
we could afford to do such things.  “After all,” Philip would say, “we’ve got to pay
the fuel bill and the electric bill, right?”  When Andrew says, “Well, here’s
something. It’s not much, but it’s a start,” can you see how he’s moved past the
lack of faith which Philip represents?  Can you see the power of God working
within him?  

There’s a second place in the story where the power of Jesus was working
through people.  Someone had to distribute all that food.  The miracle did not
include the food being directly transmitted from the hands of Jesus into the hands
of each person gathered on that mountainside.  The record of the feeding in the
other Gospels more specifically gives this job to the disciples, which would mean
that the power of God was working through them.  But I also think that the people
themselves were sharing with each other.  Jesus gave some bread to someone, who
broke off a piece and handed the rest of that loaf to someone else, who broke off a
piece and passed on the rest, and so on – and here’s the marvel of it – every time
the remainder of the loaf was passed along, it must have been multiplied!  I don’t
picture the multiplication taking place up front with Jesus, as if he blessed the five
loaves, and suddenly, piled up all around him, there were five hundred loaves.  The
multiplication, that is, the power of God to accomplish exceeding abundantly more
than we can ask or imagine, was working through the people as they passed the
loaves to each other.  

God’s gifts do not simply come to us; they do not arrive all neatly organized
and ready to use.  The gifts inevitably come through us.  They call for our
participation, and, here’s the key thing: if we choose not to participate, we won’t



experience the abundance!  The bread must be passed along for the multiplication
to continue.  “Exceeding abundance” is not a theory.  It is a practice.  It is not so
much something we think is true about God as it is a power that shapes the way we
live. It comes down to this: the way to believe divine abundance is to live divine
abundance.  The way to believe that God is giving us much more than we would
dare to ask is to live our lives as if God’s goodness is for real, as if God’s
generosity does in fact exceed our needs.  And that means, to live confidently, to
live generously, to live rooted in the love of Christ. 

In the service of Holy Communion, the words of institution include this bold
statement:“Through the cup of blessing, we participate in the new life Christ offers
us all.”  We participate.  In ways I am sure are totally designed and developed by
God, we participate in the movement of grace that flows out from the cross and the
empty tomb, not only in the breaking of the bread and the sharing of the cup, but in
the love of Christian community, in the miracle of forgiveness, in the power of
faith to carry us through life’s thin places, in abundance that overflows like buckets
full of berries coming home from the berry patches.    

There is one more place in the story of the feeding of the five thousand
where the power of God for abundance seems to need to work its grace through
people.  That’s the part after the disciples picked up the leftovers--you know, those
twelve baskets of broken pieces of bread.  Jesus asked the disciples to gather up the
fragments “so that none may be lost,” but beyond that, scripture is silent on the
subject, inviting us to imagine what happened next.  

How about this?  As the disciples previously had to figure out how to feed a
multitude with hardly anything, now they had to figure out what to do with an
outrageous abundance of leftovers.  You know how it is after a big Thanksgiving
feast. The resourceful hostess realizes that her refrigerator will not hold all the
leftovers, so she starts putting servings of turkey and dressing and sweet potatoes
in ziplock bags and disposable aluminum pie plates and giving them to the guests
as they leave.  

I picture the disciples holding a hastily called church council meeting.
“What are we supposed to do with all this bread?”  One asks.  Another disciple
suggests, “The people who are here have already had plenty.  Couldn’t we figure 
out how to pass it along to some people around here to don’t have any bread?”  It
may have taken them a while to come to agreement, but I’m sure of this: that
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leftover bread wasn’t left to spoil on the hillside.  Other people were blessed by the
exceeding abundance of that miracle, and sharing the blessings with others directly
involved the twelve disciples.  

I propose that the “post miracle” predicament the disciples faced is our
predicament as the followers of the risen Christ in a hungry world today.  Christ
has entrusted an exceeding abundance of divine grace to us.  We have, first of all,
real food to share with people who are truly hungry.  Our food pantry here may not
be a large inner city operation, but it certainly meets a crucial need for our
neighbors in Newbury.  When Lindy and visited Zimbabwe in 2007, our host
congregation put on a “Brai” in our honor.  A Brai is a big barbecue, and this one
had sausages, beef and chicken, all grilled on charcoal right at the church.  Hank
Thomas and David Smith would have felt right at home.  After the meal, I noticed
there were quite a lot of leftovers, and the church had no refrigeration.  When we
asked what was going to happen with the food, we were told, “We know who in
the neighborhood has need.”  The church members carrying bags of leftovers from
the church that evening were going to be giving them to their non-churchgoing
neighbors.  We found out later that Zimbabwe’s crazy president had just placed
severe restrictions on who could butcher meats, so even the Brai itself had been a
miraculous feeding.

The exact same thing is true with regard to the new life in Christ which has
been entrusted to us.  It is not that we don’t have enough new life in Christ to
share.  It is rather that we have twelve baskets of new life available for distribution,
and we’re not exactly sure what to do with all that grace.  The abundance of God is
not a theory; it is a practice.  It is a way of living as the Church, which is the body
of Christ in the world, that sees God’s goodness piling up all around us, and
recognizes that divine power simply has to work through us if it is going to
accomplish far more than we can ask or imagine.  It is a fundamental outlook on
life 
that realizes the problem isn’t that we don’t have an abundance of spiritual gifts;
the problem is, what are we going to do with what we have been given?  

The Church of Jesus Christ has divine power already working in us. 
Exceeding abundance will flow simply because we participate in that awesome
power for life.  Hungry people will be fed, not only in Newbury, but in Zimbabwe



and many other places, simply because we are practicing abundance.  The power of
new life in Jesus Christ will lift up those who have fallen down.  It will restore
hope and joy to those whose spirits have been broken.  It will bring justice and love
to people who have known oppression and fear, all because we realize that God’s
power to accomplish more than we dare imagine is power that works through us. 
Practice abundance.  Practice resurrection.  Pick up those twelve baskets and get
going.  


