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We invited my sweet little 19-month-old nephew Miles and his parents, 
my brother and sister-in-law, over for dinner the other night and Miles 
showed off the new faces he’s been learning. When his mom asked him 
what his happy face looked like he broke out in a big smile. When she  
asked him what his sad face was, he pursed his little lips and turned them 
into a frown. But the most adorable face he made was when his mom  
asked, “Miles, what do you look like when you’re surprised?” He made 
his mouth into a perfect circle and lifted up his eyebrows widened his 
beautiful brown eyes. And he looked so completely adorable that we kept 
asking him again and again to show his surprised face, and the more we 
affirmed him and gave him attention, the more huge his surprised face 
would get. The more joy he received, the more surprise he showed. 

Maybe that’s the same kind of response we should have to the grace-filled 
surprises in the scripture texts we heard this morning. The more grace we 
are offered, the more surprising it is. And if that doesn’t cause our jaw to 
drop and our eyebrows to raise and our eyes to widen, I don’t know what 
will. 

The reading we heard today from Paul’s letter to the Romans cannot be a 
clearer proclamation of God’s surprising grace. Listen again to these words 
from Paul: “If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold his 
own Son, but gave him up for ALL of us, will he not with him also give us 
everything else? Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God 
who justifies. Who is to condemn? ...Who will separate us from the love of 
Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or 
peril, or sword? ...NO, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us.” “For I am convinced,” Paul says, “that neither 
death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

After Dana read that passage and said “The word of the Lord” I’m surprised 
we didn’t all jump up and shout “Thanks be to God” with our mouths gaping 
open and our eyebrows raised and our eyes as wide as they can go. 

God does not condemn us. Not even hardship or persecution or distress 
separates us from Christ’s love….not even when we are the ones who cause 
hardship or persecution or distress for someone else. That’s perhaps what’s 
most surprising about God’s grace. It’s one thing to accept that Christ’s love 
and grace surrounds us when we go through hardship or persecution or 
distress, but when we are the ones who cause it for another, it’s an 
astonishing surprise that God’s grace erases the separation from God which 
our sin causes. 

I’m guessing that the sins from our past that most easily come to mind are 
those when we have caused hardship or persecution or distress for 
someone else. Perhaps we still feel guilt or shame when we remember 
those situations, and perhaps your relationship with those you have hurt is 
still broken. Today I want to encourage you to share your burden with a 
Stephen Minister during the prayer station who will hold your story in 
complete confidence and pray for you and for those you have hurt. But 
here’s what’s so surprising…when we hurt another and therefore break our 
relationship with God and God’s beloved, God does the work of healing on 
God’s end so that we aren’t cut off from God. 

God’s grace is so surprising because the less deserved it is, the more work it 
does. Grace—God’s unmerited, undeserved, unconditional love, acceptance, 
and forgiveness—goes overboard exactly when we most need it. 

And when we most need it is in this life, not just in the next. When Jesus 
talks about the Kingdom of Heaven in the gospel today, he isn’t speaking 
only about life after we die, but about God’s realm here on earth. 

And in God’s realm, even the smallest amount of grace, like the smallest 
mustard seed, produces incredible abundance and sustenance, so much so 
that we can nest in God’s grace like the birds of the air come and nest in the 
branches of the mustard tree. 

In God’s realm, even those who don’t follow the religious rules are part of 
the kingdom, like the woman baking leavened, and therefore non-religious, 
bread according to the laws of the Torah. That’s true grace. 



In God’s realm, grace is so precious that when we find it and experience it, it 
engenders an over-the-top response like the tenant farmer and the pearl 
merchant who gladly give up everything for that treasure. 

And yet even in God’s realm, because there are people in it, there is good 
and there is evil, like the good and bad fish caught in the net that Jesus 
describes. The evil that will be thrown into the furnace of fire is not for us to 
judge or decide, but what is for us to do, we who have been the surprising 
recipients of God’s grace, is to extend that grace in God’s realm on earth. 

We who call ourselves Christian have sometimes been the worst purveyors 
of Christ-like behavior. We have fostered persecution, famine, peril, and 
sword that Paul describes in Romans. We have pushed to the margins those 
who are different than us. We have ignored God’s call for justice and 
righteousness. We have taken far more than we deserve and taken up 
revenge and violence when we feel threatened. 

The good news of the gospel is that even we who are complicit with the 
principalities and powers of this world can be transformed by the surprising 
grace of God. As Paul writes, over and over again God searches our heart 
and helps us in our weakness, even when we ourselves don’t even know 
how or what to pray about. When we submit to God’s spirit, when we 
remember that the Kingdom includes people we disagree with and are 
different from us, when we accept our call to live true Christ-like values, we 
can bring about God’s realm on earth. And if God can use mustard seed and 
unlawful leavened bread to grow the kingdom, imagine what God can do 
with you. 

Martin Luther’s sixty-second thesis in the 95 theses says this: The true 
treasure of the church is the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God. 
That treasure, that grace, has transformed our lives. It should cause our 
mouths to gape and our eyebrows to raise and our eyes to widen just like 
my nephew Miles. May that grace propel you into the world today to bring 
about God’s realm, the kingdom of heaven, on earth. Amen. 
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