SERMON
Justification: God’s greatest work of Love
19th March 2017
A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, at St Paul’s Cathedral
on the Third Sunday of Lent 2017 as part of his series of Lent addresses Thy Kingdom come. Thy will
be done – Knowing Jesus Christ: Finding Salvation
God’s greatest work of love is to set free from sin those who believe in him. The four-century Bishop of
Hippo in North Africa, St Augustine, held that being set free from sin to know God’s goodness and
righteousness is a work more wonderful than the creation of the entire universe. In his sermons on the
Gospel of St John Augustine reflected: ‘The justification of sinners is a greater work than the creation
of heaven and earth’. After all, had not Jesus said that ‘heaven and earth will pass away’? Where the
creation may pass away, Augustine knew, the justification of God’s people is lasting: ‘heaven and earth
will pass away, but the justification of the elect will not’ (In Joannem Evangelio 72, 3 cited in: Migne, PL
35: 182, 3).
If God’s act of justification is greater than his visible creation, what exactly is it? How are we set free,
and how can we receive justification? Thomas Cranmer, the Reformation Archbishop of Canterbury,
put it like this: ‘Three things must go together for our justification: on God’s part, his great mercy and
grace; on Christ’s part, justice; and on our part a true and lively faith in the merits of Jesus Christ, which
is not ours, but God’s working in us’ (Homily on the Salvation of Mankind, 1). The initiative is God’s:
God chooses to reach out to humankind in love, and we are invited to accept that free gift by our
response of faith. That response is one in which we commit to seeking God’s will for us, and praying
that God would fulfil his purposes for us – asking that God’s kingdom come, and his will be done in our
own lives.
In the past two weeks we have looked at how evil can take many tempting guises - delicious delights
that often prove to be deadly. We have looked at how evil can use things that are good, even God’s
word, to tempt us to sin. We have looked the effects of sin, how it renders humans vulnerable, naked,
before God, and how it is at its deepest root addictive and destructive. At the same time, we have looked
at the gift of faith: how faith opens our hearts to the love of God. How God reaches out to us through
faith, and invites us to trust in his goodness. We looked at how our faith can save us, by the simple act
of putting our trust in Jesus, and his saving work. And how, once we have committed to faith in Jesus,
faith can sustain us on our life-long journeys of discipleship – from the present moment, when we often
see God and his purposes for us through a glass, darkly’ to the moment of fulfilment, when ‘we shall
see face to face’.
Today, we will look more closely at what it means to be saved. How can God save us from sin simply
by our faith in him? How is it that God can turn people like you and me, who daily fail in keeping God’s
commandments, into those who are welcomed into his kingdom. How can God make sinners saints?
How can sinful human beings ever expect to stand before a holy and righteous God? How can the
‘guilty’ verdict we rightly expect for our many smaller or greater shortcomings be turned into God’s ‘not
guilty’? As human beings we would find it hard to work out our own way to deal with sin. As Paul
reminded us in our epistle reading two weeks ago, ‘all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God’.
If we cannot save ourselves, we need another to save us. God. God can and has dealt with sin. And
that act of dealing with our sin, that act of putting sin away, is called justification.
Justification is not God’s way of turning a blind eye to human sinfulness. God does not say, ‘though
people sin, that does not matter; I will accept them’. Rather, God says: ‘sin is evil, but I love humankind;
I will pay the price for sin myself’. God saves us by giving his Son Jesus Christ so that we might live.
Jesus pays the price for our redemption, as Cranmer put it, ‘by offering his body, and shedding his
blood, with fulfilling of the law perfectly and thoroughly’. All righteousness is fulfilled in this self-offering
of Christ as the price for sin and evil. And that is why Paul can assure us in his epistle to the Romans
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that we are ‘justified freely by God’s grace’ (Romans 3.24). That we are enabled to accept God’s
forgiveness, and righteousness, and to be given grace to turn daily from the things that deny the love
of God.
God’s justification is what turns sinners into saints, Paul writes. In our epistle reading he assures the
Romans that our salvation is entirely undeserved, and is rooted entirely in love. God’s selfless
generosity leads Christ to die: not for good people, but for sinners; even ungodly people: ‘we were
reconciled to God while we still were enemies of God’, Paul explains (Romans 5.9). It is true that there
may be one or two outstandingly selfless people who sacrifice themselves for others, Paul reminds the
Romans. The few of them that we remember from past generations – such Fr Maximilian Kolbe, who
went to the gallows of a Nazi death camp to give his own life for another inmate – are rightly venerated
as saints today. ‘Rarely’, Paul writes, ‘will anyone die for a righteous person’ (Romans 5.7). But for
someone to die for an unrighteous person is unheard of, is inconceivable. Yet ‘God proved his great
love for us that when we still were sinners, Christ died for us’ (Romans 5.8).
God himself pays the price for our salvation by giving his own own Son to die for us, so that we might
be justified. And all we have to do in return is to place our own trust in God. All we have to do is to
accept God’s gift of love, and to return that same love by the way in which we love one another and
God. The work of justification is God’s. Archbishop Cranmer explained that we only need to ‘have a
sure trust and confidence in God’s merciful promises to be saved by Christ, whereof … follows a loving
heart to obey his commandments’. Paul put it this way: ‘Through Christ we have obtained access to
this grace, by faith, in which we stand, and we rejoice in the promise of the glory of God’. Through Christ
we are introduced, as it were, to God. We approach God through Christ. And once we stand in God’s
presence, Paul reminds the people of Rome, God will not condemn, but show us his love: ‘God’s love
has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us’ (Romans 5.5), Paul
encourages the Romans.
Through his love, God grants us his peace, and out of the strength of that peace we are enabled to live
in a world that often knows no peace. Through his love, we may rejoice in knowing ourselves to be
made right before God, ‘boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God’ (Romans 5.2). Through his love
God turns our weakness into strength, and so enables us rejoice both in our salvation, and to bear the
challenges that invariably come with living as disciples. Paul put it like this: we not only rejoice – boast,
even – in our access to the grace of God, and the hope of glory that comes with it. We also rejoice in
the sufferings that come with hope: ‘knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance
produces character, and character produces the hope that does not disappoint us’ (Romans 5.4-5).
This certain hope of our sharing in God’s glory is located in the triumph of the cross. For Paul, God’s
glory is fullest revealed in the suffering and death of Jesus Christ. As he writes: ‘Surely, now that we
have been justified by his blood … much more surely, having been reconciled, we will be saved by his
life’ (Romans 5.11). And so our reconciliation with God encompasses both the past, and our future:
takes us back to the events of Calvary some 2,000 years ago, and effects our futures forever: it is both
accomplished and completed, and ongoing and unfolding.
When we commit to Christ, we step into a story of hope and suffering that spans the ages. The final
verses of today’s Gospel reading illustrate this well. Jesus is about to conclude his encounter with the
Samaritan woman: he had held up her past misdeeds as a sign of her need for grace and reconciliation,
and encouraged her to seek the spirit of grace – the gift of God’s Holy Spirit in her life – so that she
may share in knowing and worshipping God in Spirit and in truth. As she leaves the place of encounter
with her salvation, she turns to be the first outsider, the first non-Jew, to bring the news of Jesus to
others. As she departs, Jesus addresses his own followers: ‘Others have laboured’, he tells them, ‘and
you have entered into their labour’ (John 5.38). And charges them: ‘The fields are ripe for harvesting.
The reaper is already … gathering fruit for eternal life. … I sent you to reap that for which you did not
labour’ (John 5.38). Reap the fruits of salvation, he tells them. A salvation that has been, and is being
wrought by the author of our salvation, Jesus Christ.
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Just as Jesus has transformed the life of a Samaritan woman by a chance encounter at a well, he has
called us into friendship. At the end of our gospel reading we see the Samaritan woman return, and
bring her friends with her, urging Jesus to share in their companionship. Her encounter of salvation, her
experience of having peace with God is what enabled her to be a witness to that saving power and lead
others to experience for themselves that saving power. Our gospel reading concludes with the people
of Samaria saying to the woman: ‘It is no longer because of what you have said that we believe: we
have heard for ourselves, and know, that this truly is the Saviour of the world’ (John 5.42). The moment
at which we hear for ourselves, and truly know that Jesus is the Saviour of the world, and that he has
set us free to be made just before God the heavenly Father, is the moment of justification; is the moment
when we enter into the labour of others to share in reaping fields that are ready for the harvest. Fields
that are full of fruit for eternal life: our eternal life, our salvation; and that of the entire world. ‘We have
heard for ourselves, and know that this truly is the Saviour of the world’ (John 5.42).
Where hardship and temptation weighs us down, the knowledge of our justification, our peace with God,
sustains and upholds us. The work of justification is God’s. All we need to do is commit to him in faith.
If you have not yet made a commitment to follow Jesus Christ, I encourage you to talk to one of the
Cathedral clergy about what that commitment means, and how you can share in that commitment.
Those of us who have already made our commitment to discipleship through baptism and confirmation,
will have experienced the life-giving strength of that commitment: the knowledge of being at peace with
God and being sustained by his Holy Spirit. This commitment is lived out daily, in what we say and do,
in what we plan and choose.
In the coming week, I invite you to pray with me that each day we may choose to place our trust, ‘our
lively faith’, as Archbishop Cranmer put it, in Jesus Christ and his gift of himself for us so that we might
have life with him forever. You may wish to pray a prayer of commitment and trust in God’s ready help:
‘Lord Jesus Christ, my Saviour, help me’. Or you might wish to continue praying lines from the Lord’s
Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus, thy Kingdom come, thy will be done’. Especially if you feel wearied or uncertain, I
encourage you to pray these simple prayers. Pray intentionally and sustainedly. Pray for yourself and
for others. Pray that you might be enabled to enter into the labour of others, to become a witness
enabling others to hear and know for themselves that Jesus ‘truly is the Saviour of the world’ (John
5.42).
‘Rarely will anyone die for a righteous person. But God proves his love for us in that while we were still
sinners, he died for us’. Thanks be to God.
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