
 1 

Sermon for September 29, 2021—“Costly Grace” 
Twenty-sixth Sunday in OT, Year B—Text: Mark 9:38-50 

Of all the sayings of Jesus thought to be difficult or “hard,” none are more gruesome than 

the one we just heard; the ones about plucking out one’s eye or cutting off a hand or foot. 

The picture is so grotesque, that Matthew—who borrowed liberally from Mark—reduces 

it from Mark’s seven verses to just two. Luke omits it altogether.  

“It is better for you to enter life maimed…” Yikes! 

There’s a certain sense here that Jesus was possessed of a ferocious righteousness that, 

quite frankly, leaves most of us shocked and appalled. Confronted by such a text, and 

what it seems to suggest, what do we do? Well, we immediately start looking for some 

way out.  

Clearly, we insist, Jesus didn’t mean that literally. He was using hyperbole, which is to 

say that he was exaggerating—wasn’t he? I mean, he did that a lot, right?  Didn’t he 

frequently overstate the case in order to drive home his point? I mean, seriously, Jesus 

couldn’t have really been calling for a pack of limping, blind and handless disciples to 

follow stumbling after him into God’s Kingdom. Could he? We certainly hope not! 

The fact that we recognize a certain degree of exaggeration here, on Jesus’ part, is some 

consolation. Some—but not much. Because who ever really supposed otherwise? Other 

than a second-century church father, by name of Origen, no one actually believed that 

self-mutilation was a was a remedy for sin.  

A vast majority of theologians/scholars recognize that Jesus’ drastic language was his 

metaphorical way of expressing his hatred of sin. Yet it’s precisely the intention that lies 

behind his metaphor that causes all our problems. As one scholar suggests, the problem 

is that Jesus’ language in all its dynamic overstatement, still reflects a sense of divine 

anger. Anger over the failure of the divine purpose to work itself out in the actions of 

human beings. Anger that does not seem to compute with our sophisticated, 21st century 

Christian understanding. Which—unfortunately, downplays the concepts of sin and 

suffering. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s accusation that the modern church seeks, what he called “cheap 

grace,” has become a commonplace. We’ve talked about this before, and just as a 

reminder, Bonhoeffer contrasts “cheap grace” with “costly grace.” “Cheap grace,” he 

wrote, “is the preaching of forgiveness, without requiring repentance; grace without 

discipleship; grace without the cross; grace without Jesus Christ.”  

“Costly grace,” on the other hand, “confronts us as a gracious call to follow Jesus, 

coming as a word of forgiveness to the broken spirit and the contrite heart. It is costly 

because it compels [someone] to submit to the yoke of Christ and follow him. It is grace 

because Jesus says, ‘my yoke is easy and my burden light.’” 

It’s all but impossible not to agree with Bonhoeffer, and isn’t the sad truth: that we all 

prefer our salvation free and easy? That we’d rather our lives weren’t disturbed by our 

religion, except maybe on Sundays, and then for only about an hour? We sincerely hope 

that grace is cheap. It’s the only way we’re able to afford it.  

Think about it… 
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Both in the secular world and in the Church, we don’t normally deal with human frailty 

with chastisement and threats, but with understanding. We don’t call people to repent 

their sins, but teach them the gentle arts of self-acceptance and self-esteem. We’re not all 

that crazy about accountability. We don’t ask anyone to pick up their cross, but espouse 

the value of self-actualization. We encourage them to live their own truth. Whatever that 

means. Jesus commanded us to love our neighbors as ourselves, and we often interpret 

this, as pop psychology might say that “in order to love one’s neighbor, one first must 

love oneself.”  

The terrible truth is that Jesus, by most of today’s standards, would’ve made a really bad 

therapist. For Jesus, human frailty and weakness must be confronted and dealt with, not 

adjusted to. I think that sometimes we forget this. 

So, Jesus stands outside our modern approach to psychology and ethics, and he refuses to 

come in. And our problem is that we can neither agree with Jesus, nor let go of him. So 

what do we do? Well, to be sure, the hand-chopping, eye-plucking remedy for sin could 

never really work—seriously. If for no other reason than the fact that we have so many 

more sins than we have body parts.  

If all of our offending parts were removed, well, I really hate to think about that. That’s 

kind of nasty, because there probably wouldn’t be much left beyond our heads and our 

torsos. And therein lies the rub: Our hearts and minds are still intact. Yet it’s from our 

hearts and minds that all our sins come. The rest of our body parts are made scapegoats 

for the real culprits. As it says in Genesis, “...the imagination of [person’s] heart is evil 

from [their] youth.” Yet Jesus spoke in such desperate terms—stark terms—in order to 

underscore his sense of outrage over a situation that’s made worse by the very 

impossibility of it all. 

So, yeah, it’s nice to think that Jesus didn’t intend to be taken literally. He spoke this way 

in other times and contexts to make the crucial point that the stakes are very, very high. 

Still, the power of Jesus’ words cuts through our attempts, however legitimate, to 

mitigate them, or tone them down. And the fact remains, as Paul reminded the Romans, 

that we “all have sinned, and fall short of the glory of God.” Indeed, we fall way short. 

We’re prideful, selfish, lazy, deceitful—etc., etc., etc. Most of the time we live behind 

well-built, self-justifying rationales, that we’ve built to protect ourselves.  

The trouble is, everyone, on occasion, lets their guard down, even if only slightly, and 

we’re exposed for who and what we are. But even when that happens, what do we do? 

Well, we quickly and easily, reach into our handy dandy bag of self-justifications, and 

rationalizations, and cover ourselves once again. What’s more, just as quickly and easily, 

we come to resent the fact that we’ve even been confronted.  

I mean really—who wants to hear about their own sinfulness? We’d rather point out the 

sins of others. We don’t want to hear Jesus calling us hypocrites, asking us why we see 

the speck in our neighbor’s eye, but fail to notice the log in our own? And we certainly 

don’t want anyone telling us how to fix ourselves. Remember what I said earlier, that 

we’re not all that crazy about accountability. Let alone the prospect of needing to whittle 

off body parts.  
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I suspect that’s why many have so little use for so much of the bible. All that talk about 

eating flesh, drinking blood, picking up crosses, lopping off body parts, selling off all our 

stuff and giving the proceeds to poor people—who are  just going to buy lottery tickets, 

beer, and cigarettes anyway. Are you kidding me?!?!? Seriously—who does Jesus think 

he is?  

But I have to wonder… 

Am I the only one who sees the irony in the fact that the one who ended up mutilated for 

sin was Jesus himself? The irony that the one who said cut off your hand and foot was 

hung hand and foot from the cross, having had spikes driven through them? The one who 

advised plucking out your eye was himself blinded by blood, sweat and tears who had 

both his eyes shut in death?  

So, I’m thinking that maybe Jesus has every right to talk about the seriousness of our sin, 

having forgiven them in such horrifying agony. And maybe, hopefully, realizing this 

might give us pause. Maybe it will evoke in us, if only for a moment, a willingness to 

consider the pride we take in our own self-sufficiency, our own self-justification.  

I don’t know, maybe we do stand in need of grace. Actually—yeah—I’m sure of it. I’m 

sure we stand in need of grace. And I’m thinking, given how that grace was won on the 

cross, that the only real grace, is costly—hard-earned grace.  

As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “You were bought with a price…” and—it should be 

said—a very high price. This has implications. Major implications. We’re not talking 

about a few minor tweaks here and there, we’re talking about our complete 

transformation—sorry, but that means change—and God’s absolute ownership.  We’ve 

been bought and paid for everyone! Period.  

No conditions. No qualifications. No fine print.  

We are God’s—and here, brothers and sisters, is the thing: This isn’t a lesson in 

economics dealing with the price elasticity of demand, or market structure and the 

demand curve, or inverse demand function as it relates to price. We’re talking about the 

cross, the blood that was shed there, that is the price that was paid. We see Christ there 

on that cross, broken—for our sins. Yours and mine. You know, the one’s we’d rather 

not admit; the one’s we don’t like talking about; the one’s we would just as soon 

rationalize away, and make excuses for, when we do talk about them. Yes, those sins. 

Christ was broken that we might be forgiven. 

And not just forgiven, but reconciled. 

Not just reconciled, but sanctified.  

Not just sanctified, but glorified. 

Not just glorified, but adopted.  

Not just adopted, but made heirs.  

That—brothers and sisters—is grace. Costly grace. 

Thanks be to God. Amen and amen.  

 


