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LISTENING FOR GRACE 
Romans 12:2-21 Rev. Renee Hoke 
March 18, 2018 First Christian Church Wichita Falls, Texas 
 
Romans 12:9-21  Marks of the True Christian (NSRV) 
9 Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; 10 love one another with mutual 
affection; outdo one another in showing honor. 11 Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the Lord. 
12 Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. 13 Contribute to the needs of the saints; 
extend hospitality to strangers. 
14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. 15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, 
weep with those who weep. 16 Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate 
with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil, but take 
thought for what is noble in the sight of all. 18 If it is possible, so far as it depends on you, live 
peaceably with all. 19 Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is 
written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” 20 No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed 
them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on 
their heads.”  
21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 

When Bryan Stevenson was 16, living in a poor, racially segregated 

settlement in Delaware, his 86-year-old grandfather was murdered by 

teenagers bent on nothing more than stealing a TV from an elderly black 

man. The trauma from that kind of senseless tragedy might have put the 

grandson on a path of revenge. But that was not the case with Bryan 

Stevenson. Within a decade, he had earned degrees from Harvard Law 

School and the Kennedy School of Government. Then he turned down 

more lucrative offers to practice law in Atlanta at the South Center for 

Human Rights, before moving to Alabama to start the Equal Justice 

Initiative. 

More than 30 years have passed now and Stevenson has argued six 

cases before the Supreme Court. One ruling he won held that it is 



2 

unconstitutional to sentence children to life without parole if they are 17 or 

younger and have not committed murder. Stevenson has devoted his 

career to representing those who have been abandoned but there’s one 

case in particular that I bet you have heard about. In 1992 Stevenson 

helped to exonerate Walter McMillian who was on death row, convicted in 

1986 for a murder he did not commit. 

Ron Warden is executive director emeritus for the Center on 

Wrongful Convictions at Northwestern. Here’s how he describes the case: 

McMillian’s conviction rested on testimony so preposterous that it’s 

astonishing anyone could have believed it, especially in the face of six 

alibi witnesses, including a police officer, who placed him at a church fish 

fry 11 miles from the scene of the crime when it occurred. 

The prosecution sponsored two key witnesses, both of whom lied and 

one of whom complained in a tape-recorded pretrial interview withheld 

from the defense that he was being coerced to lie. The other witness, who 

was seeking favorable treatment for crimes of his own, testified that he’d 

seen McMillian’s low rider truck near the scene of the crime. In point of 

fact, McMillian had not modified his truck into a low-rider until weeks 

after the crime was committed. 

An all-white jury found McMillian guilty and recommended a life 

sentence but Judge Robert E. Lee Key Jr. overrode the jury’s 

recommendation and sentenced McMillian to death. He would most likely 

have been executed had Stevenson not turned after a six years to an 
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unconventional court of last resort—60 Minutes. Three months after the 

interview with Stevenson was broadcast, the Alabama Court of Criminal 

Appeals granted McMillian a new trial, and a few days after that the 

prosecution dropped the charges. 

Now listen to the way Stevenson himself describes his case: 

It took us six years to get a court to ultimately overturn the 

conviction. I think it speaks to this resistance we have in this country to 

confronting our errors, to confronting our mistakes. One of the really 

bizarre parts of this whole case for me was this whole episode took place 

in Monroeville, Alabama, where Harper Lee grew up and wrote To Kill A 

Mockingbird. If you go to Monroeville, you’ll see a community that’s 

completed enchanted by that story…they have all of this To Kill a 

Mockingbird memorabilia. The leading citizens enact a play about the 

book. You can’t go anywhere without encountering some aspect of that 

story made real in the community. And yet, when we were trying to get the 

community to do something about an innocent African American man 

wrongly convicted, there was this indifference—and in some quarters 

hostility. 

This is one of the few cases I’ve worked on where I got bomb threats 

and death threats because we were fighting to free this man who was so 

clearly innocent. 

Stevenson is 58 now. Despite or possibly because of the violent crime 

that took his grandfather’s life 42 years ago, he has devoted his entire 
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career to defending people who have been abandoned by our society in 

one way or another. When the Apostle Paul instructs us in our scripture 

today to hate what is evil and hold on to what it is good, there are times 

when that dividing line in our modern world isn’t so easy to discern. But it 

has been crystal clear for Bryan Stevenson all along. In fact, I think he 

could be the poster person for this lesson from the 12th chapter of Romans 

in front of us today. 

Let’s put this lesson into context. Paul spends the first eleven 

chapters of Romans making a brilliant case for our gracious God who in 

spite of our willful disobedience chooses forgiveness over punishment. 

Here’s the way Paul describes it in Romans 3:23: 

We have all sinned and fallen short of God’s glory, but we are treated as 

righteous by God’s grace because a ransom was paid by Christ Jesus. 

 Instead of giving us what we deserve as sinners, God chooses to love 

us and to forgive us. And Paul tell us this is good news for Jews and 

Gentiles alike. In fact, Paul makes that case with all the brilliance of 

Atticus Finch as portrayed by Gregory Peck in To Kill a Mockingbird. 

Then, in chapter 12, Paul turns to how we must live as the recipients of 

God’s grace. Because we have been saved by grace, our lives must be 

structured by that same grace. 

Paul sums it up in two lists. Verses 9-13 describe a grace-filled life 

within the faith community: 
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9 Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. 10 Be devoted to one another in 

love. Honor one another above yourselves. 11 Never be lacking in zeal, but 

keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. 12 Be joyful in hope, patient in 

affliction, faithful in prayer. 13 Share with the Lord’s people who are in 

need. Practice hospitality. 

 Those are the “inside manners”—the way we interact within our 

family of faith. But just as important is the way we witness to God’s grace 

in the world around us. So Paul provides a second list in verses 14-21 to 

describe what life will look like beyond the church. This is how people 

who have been saved by grace will interact in the community: 

14 Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 15 Rejoice with 

those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. 16 Live in harmony with 

one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of 

low position. Do not be conceited. 17 Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be 

careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. 18 If it is possible, as far 

as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 

21 Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

 12 simple verses that sum up what grace looks like in the lives of 

believers. Those with the skill to examine this passage in ancient Greek 

tells us that Paul has structured both lists to illustrate the first half of verse 

9—Paul is saying “Here is what genuine love looks like.” The same kind 
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of love that God demonstrates towards us; the very same kind of love Paul 

describes with such eloquence in 1 Corinthians 13. 

Just so you know, this brand of genuine love is the miracle cure for 

an over-inflated ego. I think about those 30-minute ads on TV promoting 

miracle products that will erase lines on your face and remove stains from 

your carpet (not all in the same product, of course!) and tackle every 

problem known to modern man. How amazing it is that Paul needs only 12 

verses to describe for us how the miracle of God’s grace can completely 

transform our lives. 

I would invite you in the quiet moments ahead to consider turning in 

your pew bible to this list (on page 168) and soak in this description of a 

grace-filled life. As we listen for God’s voice, perhaps we might invite 

God to help us take an honest inventory of our lives so that we can bear 

witness to His grace. 


