
St. Bartholomew’s Episcopal Church sermon for the nineteenth 
Sunday after Pentecost: “costly grace” 

So who here has, at least once in their life, been told something 
along the lines of, “It’s not right for you to feel that way.”? 

I’m guessing it’s about 100% of us.  At least as children we are 
almost certainly told things like “Don’t be angry,” “don’t get upset,” 
“you shouldn’t be so sad about that.”  Most of us have probably 
continued to receive messages like this from various sources 
straight into and throughout adulthood. 

But when we reach adulthood, we aren’t perhaps quite so open to 
these admonitions as we were in our younger years.  At least in 
the silence of our minds we say to others, “who are you to tell me 
how I should feel?!” 

And this is a perfectly reasonable question for us to raise.  When 
it comes right down to it, our feelings are what they are, and they 
cannot be wrong.  If we’re angry, we’re angry, and no one else is 
within their rights to tell us that this is the wrong way to feel.  If 
we’re afraid, we’re afraid, and no one has the authority to tell us 
that our fears are misguided. 

So what do we make, then, of today’s passage from Paul’s letter 
to the Philippians where we are commanded explicitly to rejoice? 
Now granted, rejoicing is an act, but it sounds suspiciously close 
to a feeling.  Paul is commanding us as believers in the Lord 
Christ Jesus to adopt a certain state of mind.  Rejoice in the Lord 
always.  Again I say, rejoice. 



What business does Paul have telling us how to feel?  Especially 
if life just seems dismal?! 

 

  

To unpack this, let’s have a look at our Gospel text for today.  It’s 
a hard one.  First of all, the King responds with unmitigated 
violence against those initially invited to his banquet when they 
prove unworthy of the invitation.  And then, to make matters 
worse, he throws into the outer darkness one of the newly invited 
guests who shows up to the banquet without a wedding robe.  

If the King in this parable is meant to represent God, this sounds 
pretty awful.  Fortunately, we can rely on the fact that Jesus, 
especially in Matthew’s Gospel, has a tendency to use 
exaggeration and hyperbole in his parables.  We are still, 
however, left with the question of why this one poor guest isn’t 
accepted simply because he doesn’t have a wedding robe.  What 
is this robe all about? 

Here is where we get some help from mid-twentieth century 
German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer.  Bonhoeffer was the 
foremost leader of the Confessing Church, the small arm of the 
German Lutheran Church that refused to be coopted by the Nazi 
party during the dark days of World War II.  

He is also one of the only Protestant theologians who successfully 
managed to discover the unity between two seemingly conflicting 
assertions in the Christian faith.  On the one hand we have the 
belief that we are saved by the grace of God alone.  Any good gift 
that comes our way does so only because God is unfathomably 



generous and not because of any good work on our part.  On the 
other hand there are the countless admonitions to good works 
found in both the Old and New Testaments along with the 
suggestion that these really matter and that there are 
consequences when we fail to demonstrate virtues such as 
honesty and compassion. 

 

  

Bonhoeffer brought these two together in a short phrase: costly 
grace.  He was a good Protestant, and he agreed that we are 
indeed saved by grace alone.  The initiative comes entirely from 
God.  But that grace, he said, comes with a cost.  For it to be 
something that has any power in our lives, we must respond to it 
by giving our lives and our wills entirely over to God the giver. 

This is the wedding robe that the guest in today’s parable lacked. 
He received God’s invitation to the heavenly banquet, he 
accepted it at the most basic level, but he did nothing to prepare 
himself for the feast of feasts. 

This is a strange tension in Christian theology, and it’s perhaps 
one we can never completely resolve.  God’s grace is completely 
and totally free.  The mercy and generosity of our Creator knows 
no bounds and is given in greater measure than we can even 
imagine.  At the same time, this grace does not come without a 
price.  If we wish to experience it in all of its fulness, all of its 
magnificent power, we must respond.  We must surrender to it 
and give ourselves over completely to the One who gave it to us. 



So what does it mean to do this?  Here is where we can go 
back to our reading from Philippians today.  A whole section of 
it bears repeating.  
Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. Let your 
gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. Do not 
worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and 
supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made 
known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all 
understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ 
Jesus. 
 

  

Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, 
whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, 
whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if 
there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 
Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received 
and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with 
you. 
Our response to God’s grace is to rejoice.  It is to very 
intentionally take note of those things in life that are pure, 
pleasing, commendable, and excellent, and to dwell upon and 
magnify these things. 
Last week, as we honored St. Francis, we discussed how love 
is a discipline, something we can practice in very practical 
ways.  Rejoicing is also a discipline, and it is one that we are 
called and Christians to practice.  If we really want to claim 
that we have received God’s grace, this is the response 



required of us.  We must choose to rejoice, and having chosen 
to do so, practice this discipline day in and day out. 
Now this doesn’t necessarily mean having optimism and rosy 
feelings all the time, although that might ultimately be a 
pleasant by-product of the disciplines.  I’m talking more about 
dogged determination. 
These are troubled times to be sure.  But even in these 
troubled times we cannot rightly say that we are surrounded 
by pure evil.  In matters both big and small, if we discipline 
ourselves to seek them out, we can find countless examples of 
what is pure, pleasing, commendable, and excellent. 
 

  

This is what God asks, perhaps even demands, of us in 
response to grace.  And I thoroughly recognize that at times 
this can be very hard work, and at times we need to seek out 
help.  The outward challenges in our lives are very real.  And 
the inward ones, such as isolation and depression, are equally 
real.  But the commandment to rejoice still holds fast. 
And the best news of all is the effect that it ultimately has on 
us.  Remember that verse last week where Jesus tells us to 
take his yoke upon us and learn from him, for his yoke is easy 
and his burden is light?  If we successfully practice the 
discipline of rejoicing, we become happier and stronger 
people.  That sure sounds to me like an easy yoke and a light 
burden! 
Yes, it does demand work of us, but who wouldn’t want that 
final result?  If you take nothing else out of today’s message, 



please leave with just one word: rejoice.  This is God’s 
commandment to you and to me.  It’s not a childish admonition 
to feel or not feel a certain way, it is an adult call to action and 
discipline.  I pray that you will join me in taking up the call. 

  

 


