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Romans 3:19-28 Vicar Albert Romkema

“Grace”

Karen Blixen wrote a story under the pseudonym Isak Dinesen titled “Babette’s Feast. 

It is the story of a group of worshippers in a severe Lutheran sect living in a small impoverished fishing village

on the coast of Denmark. They are led by the white bearded Dean who, with his 2 daughters, makes sure that

no one enjoys too much of life. 

For meals they eat broiled fish and a sort of porridge made with bread and a splash of ale and on the Sabbath

they worship together and sing songs which anticipate the New Jerusalem which will arrive after this world

has ended. This world is not to be enjoyed as much as to be tolerated in the meantime.

Fast forward now 15 years when Dean has died and his daughters are attempting to maintain what was begun

by their father. 

One night there is a thumping at the door - Babette has arrived. She speaks no Danish, only French, and has a

letter of referral from a past suiter of one of the daughters – asking that they take Babette in after explaining

that her husband and son had been killed in the French civil war. At the end of the letter (in bold letters) it

says, “…and Babette can cook”. 

After some conversation they hire her with room and board if she will cook the meals and do the chores. She

does so without question for the next 12 years.

One day Babette receives a letter from a friend from Paris who had been playing the French lottery for

Babette while she was away, and she had won – 10,000 francs!

She decides to spend it preparing a delicious dinner for the sisters and their small congregation on the

occasion of the founding pastor's hundredth birthday. More than just a feast, the meal is an outpouring of

Babette's appreciation, an act of self-sacrifice. Soon there was every manner of delicacy arriving from France –

crates of small birds, cases of Champagne, fresh vegetables, the head of a cow, truffles, pheasants, ham etc.

It turns out that Babette had been one of the finest chefs in all of France.

When the celebration and meal finally arrived there was course after course of the finest food one could

imagine, but the group never acknowledged it in any way – insisting on not enjoying it. Finally the meal came

to an end and Babette sat raggedly in the kitchen surrounded by the empty pots and pans of the meal.

The sister’s now expected Babette to leave with the rest of her winnings to go back to France.

“No,” Babette said, “I have spent the entire 10,000 francs on this meal. There is nothing left for me to travel

home with.” I have spent everything I had.

This is a sermon about grace. Like Babette’s feast, grace costs nothing for the recipients but everything for the

giver – the sacrifice of God’s son on the cross for our lives. Amazing…and on some level absurd – a free gift,

from the creator of the universe…but it is true, it is life giving…and it is astonishing:
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“You were within but I was without. You were with me but I was not with you. So you called, you

shouted, you broke through my deafness, you flared, you blazed, you banished my blindness, you

lavished your fragrance…and I gasped,” said St. Augustine.

Page 1 – Trouble  in the text 

Today I will preach from the text from Romans, appropriate for Reformation Day.

Paul is writing to the Romans although previous to this letter he had never been there and it is the only

letter to a church that he had not founded.

It was his most influential letter and is called “perhaps the most important single expression of the

gospel and theology ever written” (from Eugene Boring, An Introduction to the New Testament:

History, Literature, Theology, pg. 290)

Luther also held it in high regard as he believed that if we lost every other book of the New Testament

but still had Romans, we would be ok.

No One Righteous:

Prior to our text today, from 3:10-12, we see Paul is setting up a scenario where everyone listening eventually

is staring at their shoes and wishing these verses would just go away and be over quickly. 

He groups both Jews and Gentiles (in other words – all people) under this statement, 

There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All

have turned away; they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.

(Romans 3:11 but here Paul is quoting Psalm 36)

And if perhaps there were those who thought that obeying the law a little more closely might help them

discover salvation, he says in 3:20,

Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law

and in 3:23, 

 …all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God 

This would have been very difficult for them to hear, especially considering the Jewish roots of the Christian

church, in this case in Rome, who had lived by the importance of the law (and its over 600 commandments –

613 to be exact) before Christianity was born. In case they or anyone else might forget about the law, there

were groups like the Pharisees who were pleased to remind them of this very legalistic way of living.  

It would all have seemed pretty bleak to the people of that time if the text had stopped here. “No one is

righteous, all people fall short, and no one does good… not even one”. 

Fortunately it did not end here.

Page 2 - Trouble in the world

Luther’s time:

2



Now move ahead 1500 years or so - The Reformation did not occur because of something new that was

learned, but rather those early reformers were attempting to recover teachings from the bible that already

existed but were being ignored, such as this text in Romans. Luther saw the church was still caught up in a

theology of works (where people needed to find favour with God by doing good works and thereby earning

their way into heaven). 

He could not abide by the practice of indulgences, for instance, where one could essentially purchase a fast-

track to heaven. Luther would have heard the words of Johann Tetzel (a Dominican priest who sold

indulgences in Germany to help Pope Leo X finance the renovation of St Peter’s Basilica in Rome) who said:

As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.

I am sure this would have made Luther’s very uncomfortable.

So he stood up for his beliefs and changed the course of history.

Our Time:

When you think about it though, this theology of works is still present today in our society today. We have

gone through the last 500 years trying to stake out our territory and prove that we hold the truth, rather than

learning from each other’s truth – being in communion with each other in God. 

Gradually we are learning that no one group holds all the truth, but most of us own part of it – the goal is to

honour and include as many parts as we can and in this way we recognize and honour God everywhere…and

not just inside our own group of symbols. No church “owns” a complete understanding of God.

There are a couple of problems in modern spirituality as compared with that of Paul’s time:

· One is our difficulty to understand that spirituality, our lives in the Spirit, are actually the true reality.

All the rest, including the material world, arise from it. We are not human beings trying to become

spiritual; we are already spiritual beings, and we are just trying and needing to become human for one

another (paraphrased from Teilhard de Chardin)

· The second problem with modern spirituality is the foundational problem of individualism. When

Jesus referred to the kingdom of God, or Body of Christ, he is referring to a communal reality of

salvation which takes place systematically, collectively, and historically. Much of our thinking remains

much narrower. 

Page 3 - Grace in the text

Jesus 

Jesus continually tries to hammer this message of relationship home. When Jesus re-names Simon to build his

church he names him Peter (petros – "a detached stone or boulder"), and then says, “upon this rock (petra –

“a mass of connected rock”) I will build my church” (Matthew 16:18). The personal is always built on the

communal, embracing the paradox of myself and we as we discover God together in community. 

Although Jesus did not use the word “grace” often, he did teach continually about it and refers often to its

quality as gift, that we so often miss. He describes a world immersed with God’s grace. A world he says:

- where the sun shines on all people, regardless of their past history; 
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- where birds collect seed at liberty (not working for their meals) – “they neither sow nor reap nor stow

away in barns” (Matthew 6:26); 

- where untended wildflowers burst into bloom on the rock-strewn ridges  – “they neither labor nor

spin” (Matthew 6:28)…

…Jesus saw grace everywhere.  

Many of us have discovered an understanding of the divine through our relationships with others: 

- our children being extremely kind with nature (frogs, butterflies, and flowers); 

- our spouses forgiving us even when forgiveness is not always merited; or 

- the generosity of others, kind and often unannounced. 

These can be incredibly moving experiences, and in them we get a glimpse of God’s indescribable love for us –

often beyond words:

It is like when you hardly know someone you have many things to say about them but when you have

loved someone deeply over time there are no words to describe this love you have for them and your

heart breaks even when you try. 

What if this is the faint echo of the infinite reality of the grace penetrating every aspect of our lives.

God’s love for us is so deep, so enduring that there are no words to describe it, only a deep knowing

that we can only comprehend through the glimpses we show each other. 

Paul 

Paul sees this too. In chapter 3:21 of Romans he invokes the “but now” preface. They are important words to

pause at when you see them in the bible as they signify a shift. In this case, a shift from:

“there is no one righteous, not even one…” 

to: 

…all are justified freely by his [God’s] grace through the redemption that came by Jesus Christ (3:23-24).

and into Paul’s wonderful theology of grace as an inclusive (and communal) message of love and hope,

carrying with its beautiful simplicity the entire story of God’s love, active in Christ and the Spirit, to do for us

what we cannot do on our own. 

Page 4 - Grace in the world 

Luther 

Luther agreed with Paul that our brokenness can only be healed by the free gift of grace from a loving God –

whose fundamental core is this unconditional promise and love. 

God’s grace finds us where we are, in our joy and happiness…but also when we fall away and feel alone in the

wilderness.

So what does this mean for us today on this Reformation Day? 

It means that our God is a living God who interacts with us in your daily lives - whispering his words of love

(yesterday today and always) from the centre of our souls and the heart of our communities. Asking us to
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forget ourselves and live for the glory of God who created us, who loves us, whose dream is to redeem the

world and heal all its wounds.

“I abandon and forget myself…leaving my cares, forgotten among the lilies. 

(St. John of the Cross) 

It means allowing ourselves to be active participants in someone else’s reconciliation – and in this way

connecting with our own vulnerability, our own contradictions. We come to full consciousness precisely by

facing these contradictions, and making friends with our own mistakes…

…and discovering that an immeasurable wholeness utterly permeates the fragmentation of our lives.

(adapted from James Finley)

It means that there is nothing left to do but to live deeply with and for others, and to allow grace to flourish in

and through us with our intention and will - to align ourselves with this precious gift of God’s unconditional

promise. 

In relationship with one another God’s grace becomes visible – our reliance on the love and mercy of our God

is finally absolute and communal.

And it means not being afraid (“do not be afraid” is the most common phrase in the bible).

In the words of Thomas Merton:

“We are invited to forget ourselves on purpose, cast our awful solemnity to the winds and join the

general dance.”

What is grace then?

It is each day falling deeper and deeper into the abyss of a loving God who is calling us toward himself:

- in spite of our weakness, 

- in spite of our failures, 

- in spite of our desire for control, 

- in spite of our brokenness…

…God’s grace penetrates our lives to their very core. His grace is stronger than our will to resist. So we fall

deeper and deeper into the arms of our maker.

Our spiritual lives become like leaves falling from a great willow tree…swaying back and forth the wind

pulls at each leaf until it releases and then falling, falling, falling...

until it lands on a limb among other leaves (our resistance) and sits there for a while until a breeze

pushes it off and it continues falling, falling, falling…

then another limb (more of our own resistance), and another breeze and more falling, falling, falling…

we are always falling, helpless, hopelessly, sometimes haplessly into the abys of the loving and

merciful arms of God. 

God loves us, there is nothing we can do to make God love us more, we belong to God, we are moving toward

God, we are one in Christ. What joy, we are redeemed! 

Conclusion:

Sometime during the meal of Babette’s feast the group started to understand that how they were living did

not reflect grace filled lives. 
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They had heard sermons on grace nearly every Sunday all their lives but then filled their lives with a works

theology, trying to earn their way into a distant, yet to be realized heaven. Not realizing that the kingdom is

also being lived out now, today, here. God will do something unexpected in the future by grace but that thing

has already begun today. 

During the meal a nephew of one of the guests stood up and made this toast (and I will end with this):

We have been told that grace is to be found in the universe. But in our human foolishness and short-

sightedness we imagined divine grace to be finite…But the moment comes when our eyes are opened,

and we see and realize that grace is indeed infinite. Grace, my friends, demands nothing from us but

that we shall await it with confidence and acknowledge it in gratitude.

Amen
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