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“Grace Has Won. You Are Stuck with It.”
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Sooner or later in life, we all face the sobering thought that we are stuck. We’re stuck with options we’d rather not
choose from. We’re with a world that keeps finding new ways to show how it’s broken. Eventually we all face the sobering
thought that we’re stuck with ourselves.
When we were younger, maybe life maybe seemed an open field inviting all kinds of progress. We thought about
studying for this or that career. We imagined landing the job we wanted, marrying someone that captured our heart,
making a life in which we thrived. We knew we’d face challenges, but these would just be chances to transform ourselves.
It’s wonderful to have such dreams. But we can find that life doesn’t treat our dreams so kindly, and that the
transformation of not just our skill set but of our very selves is fraught with all kinds of frustration.
So, there can come a day when we wake up, look in the mirror, and see a careworn face looking back. The career
we so desired has included things that grind us down. The marriage has gone over bumpy roads no one saw at the altar.
Despite efforts at transformation, person reflected in the glass still has the same basic flaws, vulnerabilities and weaknesses
as the one that was making plans way back when.
In the movie A Beautiful Mind, a former colleague of professor John Nash visits him during a long
hospitalization for schizophrenia. The friend feels awkward. He doesn’t know what to say. Finally Nash says, “Nervous? I
would be too. But alas, I am stuck with me.”
One response to being stuck––with us, with our world, with whatever––is to try and make changes. It’s not a bad
response. So we make political changes, diet changes. We change our financial approach. Advertisers help us with this,
dangling in front of us endless “change opportunities.” Change your shoes, clothing, equipment, what you read, your
medication, as though the purchased change make the difference in our lives. Perhaps sometimes it does, but soon we’re
just looking for another change––that’ll give me more patience with my kids, that’ll calm for my troubled mind, give a
measure of joy that can’t be smothered by the world’s troubles and anxieties that keep piling on.
The face we see in the mirror isn’t just careworn from feeling stuck with ourselves or with a world we can’t escape,
but also from the lingering ache in our souls that say, “Life isn’t supposed to be like this.” Not for ourselves, our
communities, our nation, or the human family at larges. All of us were made for better than this. The stuck feeling is our
sense of loss for how to get to that “better.” Which makes it easy to fall into a negative view of life and of the world.
The Apostle Paul is one of the great diagnosticians of the human condition. In Romans, he’s like the doctor that
assesses our list of symptoms and says, “There’s a reason you’re feeling this way. You’re living with a disease.” And then
goes on to name it. I’ve heard people say that receiving a diagnosis can be both sobering and a relief. It’s sobering because
you hear that it’s serious. But it’s a relief because at least now you know why your health has been stuck. With a clear eyes
to the truth, you can begin a way forward.
Throughout his Letter to the Romans, Paul returns again and again to the debilitating condition called sin. It’s a
disease that infects us all. He explains, “Just as sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, …in this
way death came to all people, because all sinned…” Here Paul isn’t talking about sin as things we do wrong. It’s more a
power that pulls us from God and obstructs the flow of God’s love. Like those who suffer in slavery or addiction, we yearn
for freedom but haven’t the power to set ourselves free. Like those trapped under something heavy, we’d lift the
obstruction but haven’t the ability.
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In verse 14, Paul recalls the story from Genesis in which Adam and Eve were free and at home with God. They
were free and at home with each other and in the world they lived in. They were stuck in paradise and didn’t even notice.
There wasn’t a line of care on their faces. Until a serpent introduced the idea that they could get more for themselves than
God had already given them.
So they ended up eating the fruit of the tree of which God said, “Don’t eat of that,” and became mired in a
condition that they couldn’t get themselves out of. At once, they were running from their problems, lodging accusations,
defending themselves, struggling with their work, masking their vulnerability, and exhibiting all the struggles we feel stuck
in today. Sin had come into the world, and while the effects of sin are many, the overall impact is that it makes us
miserable.
But Paul doesn’t tell us we suffer from sin in order to make us feel miserable. He isn’t heaping on guilt or trying
make us feel bad. Nor does he ask about the fairness of our inheriting this condition. He’s just telling us why, at root, we’re
miserable, so we will perceive and receive the gift that can really get us unstuck.
We keep reading in our text and hear that if Paul has a fixation, it isn’t on sin. It’s on the gift and grace that God
gives us in our misery. At verse 15 he says, “But the gift is not like the trespass. For if the many died by the trespass of the
one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to
the many!”
He’s saying, if the forces of sin and death and all that makes human beings miserable came into the world through
the one man, Adam, how much more do life and the rightness of the world break in through man Jesus. Paul just can’t get
over the gift and grace of Jesus that meet us where we are stuck. Six times in verses 15-17 Paul makes reference to gift and
grace. And when he does, he says things like, “how much more,” and “overflow,” and “abundant,” and “can’t be
compared.” He’s saying that the way God meets us and restores the world to life, is so much greater and more powerful
than all the ways our lives feel stuck.
It’s something like this. Say an artist paints a magnificent work. It’s vivid, expressive, bursting with color and
flowing life. But vandals come and mar it. They spray paint the work and tear at the canvas. People that loved it are
crestfallen, including the artist. It seems beyond repair. But the artist doesn’t despair. He doesn’t give up on making what’s
beautiful, vivid, and bursting with life. He decides to make a new painting that isn’t just the equal of the one that was
ruined, not just a fix or replacement. He makes an entirely new creation that so surpasses the original in vibrancy and
aliveness, that people drop their jaws and stand in awe.
Paul says that into the world’s mess has come a jaw-dropping gift given in the artistry of God. In Jesus, God wasn’t
just fixing the world, setting it back the way it was before the first humans sinned. God was making the world, with all its
people, an entirely new creation, giving life even more wonderful than what Adam knew. God did this when Jesus took the
weight of the human catastrophe upon himself. On the cross, Jesus received into himself everything that makes us
miserable. And there on the cross, God cast judgment not us but on the sin and death that mar our lives.
And God’s resurrection of Jesus from the dead was the superabundant gift that opened up life even greater than
Adam had in the garden before he sinned. Because it was life in which death and sin could no longer threaten us. Jesus’
resurrection was God’s grace casting aside like a torrent of water any possible obstruction to the love and life of God. So
Paul was saying that Jesus has opened life greater than Adam ever knew––life in which we may know that our greatest
failures and frustrations, even death itself, will never be able separate us from the love and aliveness of life that is God
himself.
It’s the easiest thing for careworn hearts to oscillate between despair of what they feel they’re stuck in, and selfsalvation projects that aren’t finally going to work. But the good news comes that we aren’t trapped in choosing between
despair of being stuck and the burden of saving our own lives. The gift and grace of Christ give us a whole new way of
being in relationship with ourselves and others, and the world we live in.
Christ who died for us and rose for us to release us from the misery of sin, he comes to us and says, “For sure, you
really are stuck. But by the gift and grace of God, you aren’t really stuck with you. You aren’t really stuck with your
problems. You aren’t stuck with a groaning world. By the gift and grace of God,” Jesus says, “You are stuck with me.”
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Jesus looks into careworn faces and says, “You aren’t a mess. You’re God’s child and I won’t stop loving you. And
the world that seems a mess––isn’t really ruled by the mess but by the gracious love of God sets everything to rights.”
The more our hearts perceive that it’s the overflowing gift of a Savior that we’re really caught up in, the less
negative we will be about the varieties mess we live in. We can look at ourselves and our world and others with more and
more compassion. We can live from a stance of love, not negativity. For in all that seems stuck, we can see longing for the
grace and gift of God.
Even in his hardships and acute perception of the world’s misery, Paul simply could not live a negative life. At the
end of his life, even in prison, he wrote to the Philippians and said, “I have learned to be content whatever the
circumstances.” It wasn’t because life was rosy. It was because he’d learned to live in the world from a stance of love. The
grace and gift of Jesus were just so much greater than whatever might drag him down. If it’s the mess of sin versus gift and
grace, grace wins hands down. And Paul lived to offer the gift.
When Jesus died for us and God raised him from the dead, it wasn’t to take us out of the world or to save us from
ourselves. It was to give the world back to us, to give us back to ourselves, as fully loved, fully alive, fully belonging to the
gift of grace that is God himself.
So, you and I, we really are stuck. Absolutely stuck. We are stuck with a Savior that looks through our eyes and
sees in the mirror God’s beloved child. A Savior that looks through our eyes and sees the world that God so loves. It is gift
and grace when we see this too. Amen.
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