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Grace upon grace to you. 
 
Grace upon grace… to those you love dearly, and you who are carrying the weight of that love in your 
heart this day. 
  
Grace upon grace… to those sitting in front of you and those behind you this day. 
 
Grace upon grace… to those who vote like you and to those who do not. 
 
Grace upon grace… to those who belong… and to those who do not. 
 
Grace upon grace… to those who break the laws… and to those who cling too tightly to the laws. 
 
Grace upon grace… to those who lose their tempers and shoot off their mouths,  
 and to those lacking the courage to say what they really think. 
 
Grace upon grace… to evil emperors and self-righteous pastors. 
 
Grace upon grace…to those who act without thinking… and to those who think without acting. 
 
Grace upon grace… to every man, woman, and child,  
 sis-gendered and queer,  
 black skinned and pasty white skinned,  
 rural farmer and exhausted executive, 
 filthy rich and dirt poor, 
 illiterate and over educated… 
 
Grace upon grace to us all… because all of us fall so short of the glory of God’s radical love and grace 
that is for the whole world. 
 
And we forget that… 
 the whole world has been, and is being, created out of God’s love, 
 and every breath the world takes is taken in God’s love, 
 and this holy world of ours will one day die into the great consuming, refining fire of God’s love. 
 
 As I’ve said for the last several weeks now, this is the complicated message that Paul lays out in 
Romans 1-11. It’s the foundation Paul has to lay out before he can get to what he really wants to say to 
this church… because it’s the foundation that has to be laid before we can say anything meaningful at 
all about our lives with God. 
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 Grace upon grace… is the essential foundation… for anything that is worthy of the name 
“Christian.” If our ethics, or words, or actions, or teachings don’t begin there… then they don’t begin in 
Christ.  
 
So, this is how Paul beings the great book of Romans.  
 

**** 
But then, in chapter 12, he turns toward the practical and says quite clearly: 
“Therefore” by this mercy given to you, because of God’s mercy given to you…  
 offer your bodies back to God as a living sacrifice.  
 Let your mind be transformed by it all.  
Give yourselves back to God. It’s the only response that makes any sense at all. 
 
 But the giving doesn’t stop there. “By the grace given to me…” this same grace… give yourselves 
to one another. “Individually, you are part of one another” Paul writes. And we explored what that looks 
like last week.   
 
And finally, today… he’s pushing us… to take the third step that this grace requires… It’s a step into 
advanced Christianity.  

• Give yourselves to God. That’s the first step.  
• Give yourselves to one another… to the community. That’s the second step. 
• And finally… give yourselves… to the life of the world. It’s the third movement he makes here in 

Chapter 12. Because of the grace upon grace given to you, and given to the world, give yourself 
to the life of this messy, hurtful world.  

 
***** 

And he describes that in some really practical, but challenging ways. 
 
Paul starts with one of the essential ethics that run throughout the entire Bible, beginning to end: 
“Extend hospitality to strangers…” he says. It’s one of the most consistent teachings of scripture. 
 
Deuteronomy puts it this way: “God loves the foreigners who live with our people and gives them food 
and clothes. So then, show love for those foreigners, because you were once foreigners in Egypt.” 
 
Hebrews put it this way: “Remember to welcome strangers in your homes. There were some who did 
that (like Abraham and Sarah) and welcomed angels without knowing it.” 
 
It’s comes up again and again.  Apparently, it’s something we tend to ignore and apparently, God cares 
an awful lot about. So, it’s not that surprising that Paul tells us to start here: “Extend hospitality to 
strangers.” 
 
 To those foreigners that we are tempted to send back home… or guard our families from. You 
live differently… even if it feels risky. “Extend hospitality to strangers.” 

***** 
That’s just the beginning. As if that isn’t hard enough, Paul keeps pushing us to see what the grace upon 
grace given to us means.  
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 “Bless those who persecute you,” he writes, “bless and do not curse them” even though it goes 
against every instinct you have. This is the way of Christ, the one who hung on a cross and cried out, 
“Father forgive them, for they know not what they do.” This is what grace upon grace in us does. “Bless 
and do not curse.” 
 
 And when you’re blessing those around you… be sure it includes blessing the lowly, the 
marginalized, those with the least amount of power, and the least amount of wealth, and the least 
amount of voice.  
 “Do not be haughty,” Paul writes, “but associate with the lowly.” Yes, even with those who do 
not live in the same kind of neighborhood as you, or dress the same way as you, or have the level of 
education as you, or have the same legal status as you. “Do not be haughty, but associate with the 
lowly.” 
 
This isn’t simple stuff, is it? And Paul keeps going. Not only does the grace upon grace given to us 
demand that we extend hospitality to strangers,  
 and bless those who persecute us,  
 and associate with the lowest and the least… Paul takes it even further.  
 
“Beloved,” Paul says… “You who are beloved of God, never avenge yourself… for that’s God’s work, not 
ours.” 
 Instead, do the opposite. 
  Feed your enemy. 
  If they are thirsty, give them something to drink. 
  Take care of… your enemies.  

***** 
 

 Now, let’s be honest. Paul’s starting to sound a bit extreme here.  If this stuff doesn’t sound crazy 
to you, then you’re not really listening. What Paul is saying here goes against every instinct we have to 
protect ourselves and our loved ones…  
 and it goes against the ethic of our culture which teaches us that we have to be the biggest, and 
the strongest, and the greatest… 
  in order to be OK. 
 If we don’t, then we make ourselves vulnerable and all hell could break loose. That’s what we’re 
taught to believe, right?  
  
 In fact, if you’re like me, your first instinct is to think Paul must be a bit naïve here. He’s a bit 
pious about all this. There are some real practical dynamics at work in our world where this kind of 
thinking just won’t do. 
 
 That’s what I want to tell myself, anyway. 
 
 But then, I remember… I remember that Paul was writing to a church in Rome under growing 
persecution. And I remember that Paul is a Jew… and the Jewish people know what it is like to suffer 
persecution… They’ve seen the power of militaries to occupy, and the power of politics to crucify. 
 
 And it didn’t start with the Romans for them… they’ve known it for generations. 
 Before the Romans, they were under Persian rule and domination… 
 And before the Persians, they were under Babylonian rule and domination… 
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 And it was way back in those days that the prophet Jeremiah was living… and Jeremiah had tried 
to tell the people not to fight or stand up against their enemy, the Babylonians, because it would be 
their destruction. 
 But that wasn’t a very patriotic message, and so the king of Judea threw Jeremiah into a pit to 
silence him. And the King tried to throw off the Babylonians… and in return, the Babylonians marched on 
Jerusalem and burnt it to the ground. 
 
 Babylonians destroyed the great temple of Solomon and carried off its riches. 
 Babylonians slaughtered men, women, and children… dashing their babies against the rocks. 
 But a handful of talented, educated, leading citizens that the Babylonians thought might be 
helpful? Well, they carried them off into exile… to live the rest of their lives in Babylon. 
 
 And as these exiles sat on the rivers of Babylon and wept… they received a letter from Jeremiah… 
A letter that’s been preserved for us in Jeremiah 29. And in that letter Jeremiah says the same thing to 
the exiles that Paul is saying to the church. 
 “Seek the welfare of the city where you find yourself. Seek the welfare… of Babylon. Pray to the 
Lord on its behalf… On behalf of those who killed those you love and destroyed your homeland. Seek 
their welfare. Pray for them. For in its welfare, you will find your welfare.” 
 
 It’s the same thing Paul is trying to teach us here. “Bless those who persecute you, bless and do 
not curse.” 
 “Don’t seek vengeance, that’s God’s work alone. Instead care for your enemies.” 
 “Don’t be overcome with evil. Overcome evil with good.”  
 
 When I remember this, I have to reconnect with the fact that Paul is not naïve about violence and 
vengeance, blessing and cursing… 
 any more than Jeremiah was naïve… 
 any more than Jesus was naïve… as he tried to hint to the disciples what would happen to him in 
Jerusalem, and tried to tell his disciples to put away the sword, 
  and then he stood silent before Pilate, 
  and then he cried out forgiveness while hanging on the cross.  
  And all along the way, he told his disciples to follow him and his ways.  
 Jesus was not naïve. He knew the cost of what he was teaching and doing. But he also knew it 
was the way to transform the world. 
 
 Jesus, Jeremiah, and Paul… They are all saying the same thing.  “Do not be overcome by evil but 
overcome evil with good.”  
 

***** 
Like I said, this is advanced Christianity.  
 But, this is the way of grace upon grace.  
 This is the way of the Kingdom of God.  
 This is the way, and the truth, and the light… that came into the world; yet the world did not 
recognize him.” as it says in John 1. 
 
 And so, if Jesus, and Jeremiah, and Paul weren’t naïve, you have to wonder: what if…what if we 
are the ones who are naïve?  
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 What if you really do reap what you sow… violence or peace, 
  blessing or curses? 
 What if we really do reap what we sow… grace or judgement, 
  forgiveness or revenge? 
  Welcoming the stranger or sending them away empty handed? 
 What if Jesus was actually telling us the truth about  
  the first becoming last, 
  and the servant of all being the greatest of all, 
  and those who will lose their life for God are the ones that will actually find life.  
 
[pause...] 
 
 Nah… couldn’t be. Right?   
 That’s just not how the world works.   
  
In fact, if you ran into somebody living like that, you’d wonder what they were selling.  
“Why are you really doing this?” would be the first question we’d ask… 
 
 just like when Jean Valjean  
  asked the bishop that question, in Les Misérables. “Why are you doing this?” 
 

***** 
 For those who don’t know the story of Les Misérables … let me fill you in. 
 
 The story begins in 1815…with Valjean just being released after 19 long and hard years in a 
French dungeon-like prison. As an ex-convict he can’t find a place to stay anywhere. His passport is 
marked. His background check shows it all: Ex-convict. So, of course, no one will rent him a room… or 
hire him to work. 
 
 After 19 years of prison, he’s now left sleeping outside  
  on the ground….  
  homeless, destitute,  
  angry, and bitter.  
 
 One night, he finds a kind and benevolent local bishop who does takes him in. The bishop offers 
him a room and supper. But Valjean has learned not to trust anyone. He knows this won’t last. So, he 
gets up in the middle of the night and begins to steal all the bishop’s silver.  He’s trying to start his life 
over, remember? 
  
 Well, the bishop wakes up. He hears something going on in the living room… and wanders out to 
find Valjean in the middle of stealing his most valuable possessions. Valjean quickly reacts.  He knocks 
out the bishop and runs away with the silver. 
 
 The next morning, the bishop is of course angry, and bruised. And his wife is angry too, but the 
Bishop just wants to put it all behind them. They start arguing about that when the police show up…  
bringing Valjean back to him.  
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 You see, the police recognized that this man must have stolen all that silver from the bishop. And 
so, they arrest him at once. It’s pretty clear that Valjean is headed back into a 19th century French 
dungeon-like prison… And as a repeat offender, he will spend the rest of his lonely life there. 2 strikes, 
and you’re out. Not that far from our own policy. 
 
 Only the bishop does the last thing you’d expect. “Valjean, I’m angry at you!” He yells in front of 
everyone…. “You forgot to take the candlesticks! Hurry, go back in and get him the candlesticks!”  
 
 “You mean, you gave this man your silver?” the police ask. “Of course, I did. He was my guest.”  
 
 Once the police let him go and head off screen, the bishop looks sternly into Valjean’s eyes and 
says, “Don’t forget. Don’t ever forget. You’ve promised to become a new man.” 
 
 “Why are you doing this?” Valjean asks him. 
 It’s the question we are asking of Paul, and Jesus, and Jeremiah.  
 Why would anyone do this?  
 
And this is what the bishop says: “Jean Valjean, my brother. You no longer belong to evil. With this 
silver, I’ve bought your soul. I’ve ransomed you from fear and hatred. And now I give you back to God.” 
 
 And as the story goes on, Jean Valjean… wrestles with this grace that has come to him in the 
most unexpected way. 
 It doesn’t happen all at once… but slowly he is transformed by the renewing of his mind from 
fear and hatred, to grace upon grace…  
 and slowly he begins to offer his body as a living sacrifice for others… and he begins to 
understand that he is part of his community…   
 and eventually… he gains wealth and power… but gives his wealth away to save the child of a 
dying prostitute, 
 and risks going back to prison… to save a stranger who was falsely accused… 
 
 Slowly…grace upon grace… Valjean learns to bless those who persecute, 
  and offer hospitality to strangers, 
  and feed his enemies, 
  and overcome evil with good, rather than being overcome by evil itself… because he 
recognizes his life is not his own anyway. It has been bought with grace upon grace.  
 
 What the bishop did would never make sense to anyone. 
  And even the bishop himself never got to see the results. 
 But the bishop was compelled by the grace given to him… to offer grace upon grace to Jean 
Valjean… who was slowly transformed by this grace… and compelled to offer grace upon grace to the 
world around him. 
 

***** 
 
 This is how we in the church, we who claim to follow Jesus with open hearts and minds… are 
called to live. Grace upon grace… to all. 
 
 So, don’t naïvely live… by the logic of our world, 
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  grace upon grace is for all. 
  
 Extend hospitality to strangers…  
  to those who others say “they should go back home” … “They are a threat to our 
community.” Those are the very ones to welcome in. 
 
 Bless those who curse you; 
  to those who find belittling phrases to throw around at you and at others, 
  to those who slander you, “Bless and do not curse.” 
 
 Associate with the lowly, 
  with those that have no power and nothing to offer you in return. 
  Don’t think you’re more important than you are… because you and I are sharing in the 
same grace upon grace that they are. 
 
 And do not repay evil for evil.  
  Vengeance and judgment is God’s work, not ours. 
  Our work is to not allow ourselves to be overcome with evil, 
   but instead, overcome evil with good. 
 
 This is the way of the Kingdom. 
 This is what grace upon grace calls us to.  
 This is what it means to be a Christian. 
 
 Amen.  
 
 


