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A sermon preached by the Dean of Melbourne, the Very Revd Dr Andreas Loewe, at St Paul’s
Cathedral on the Fourth Sunday of Lent 2017 as part of his series of Lent addresses Thy Kingdom
come. Thy will be done – Knowing Jesus Christ: Finding Salvation
‘Amazing grace! (how sweet the sound)/ that saved a wretch like me’, is how John Newton’s enduring
hymn describes the beginning of the story of our individual salvation. Grace is the way by which God
restores all human life, the way by which God is able to turn sinners into saints. Grace is the means
by which God removes both sin, and our blindness to it: ‘I once was lost, but now am found,/ was
blind, but now I see’, Newton wrote in 1779. The knowledge of grace is indeed amazing: God is under
no obligation whatsoever to reach out to those who do not follow his commandments. Yet God
graciously bestows his love on sinners, seeks out those who are lost, specifically seeks those who do
not do his will to bring them back to him. God not only goes out of his way to find us where we are –
right there in our daily reality – but when he has found us, accepts us – warts and all – forgives us our
shortcomings. All we need to do is accept his grace. No wonder that for those who live in
hopelessness, grace is a sweet sound.
What is grace? Grace is God’s gift to humankind; is what seeks us out and enables us to respond to
his call. Grace is our invitation to share in the life of God himself: is our call to know God as our Father
and ourselves God’s adopted children. Grace stands at the beginning of our journeys of faith, is what
enables us to turn to God and commit ourselves to his care. ‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear,’
Newton describes this moment of commitment, ‘and grace my fear relieved./ How precious did that
grace appear/ The hour I first believed’. Grace is God’s free gift, and grace sets us free from all that
keeps us from God. Grace enables us to receive God’s love, his prompts to know and love him. Grace
makes it possible for us to accept the love of Christ. More than that: grace renews us wholly, in body
and soul. Grace makes us part of God’s new creation. The apostle Paul put it this way in his second
letter to the Corinthians: ‘if anyone is in Christ, they are a new creation; the old has passed away; the
new has come. All this is from God who through Christ reconciled us to himself’ (2 Cor. 5.17-18).
Grace will be with us in ‘dangers, toils and snares … and grace will lead us home’.
In our second lesson, from the fifth Chapter of the letter to the Romans, Paul paints a picture of a
world beset by dangers, toils and snares. A world where sin abounds, and where death is the
inevitable consequence of that sin. For Paul it was clear that it was the disobedience to God’s
commands of the first humans that brought sin into the world: ‘sin came into the world through one
man, and death came through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned’, Paul reflects
(5.12). In the first of these addresses we reflected how sin is a part of the human condition. Now Paul
tells us that even the commandments of God, the Law he gave his people on Sinai, have not been
able to rein in sin. Paul tells the Romans: ‘The Law came in, with the result that the trespass
multiplied’. By pointing out the wrongdoing, by giving the Law, people were all the more aware of the
destructive effects of sin. Where prior to the giving of the Law ‘sin was not reckoned where there is no
Law’, the Law called out sinful behaviour, made people aware of their sins and their shortcomings.
The process that commenced with the breaking of one commandment by the first parents, Adam and
Eve, led to the breaking of more and more commandments, as these commandments were given to
humankind, Paul tells the Romans. And breaking of these commandments led to the severing of the
ties of love between God and humankind, a spiritual death. And so Paul pessimistically – and rightly –
concludes that ‘many died through the one man’s trespass’.
Humankind was intended for life eternal in God’s presence. When God made the world, and all that
dwells in it, he beheld his creation and knew it to be ‘very good’. He walked the earth, and dwelt
among his creatures, who were able to talk with him as with a familiar friend. When Adam
transgressed the commandment not to eat the fruit of the tree of life, the fruit that makes people wise
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to discern between good and evil, and therefore to know evil for the first time, God punished him by
driving him from the garden of creation. In the later Hebrew Scriptures we read how Adam’s sin
became the sin of all people: ‘you, O God, laid on Adam one commandment of yours, be he
transgressed it, and immediately you appointed death for him, and his descendants’ (4 Ezra 3.7).
Death is the result of sin, the Scriptures affirm again and again: they are tyrannical superpowers, as it
were, that keep humankind enthralled. And those negative superpowers require extraordinary powers
of goodness to deliver humankind. Those powers of goodness are grace and righteousness.
Paul put it this way: ‘therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, death came through
sin, so death spread to all because all have sinned’. As a result of sin, many found their spiritual
death, their eternal separation from God. But set against the dominiton of sin and death is
righteousness and grace. Indeed, Paul assures the Romans, many more found their spiritual life, their
eternal life, through the ‘free gift if the one man, Jesus Christ’. The free gift of the life of the Son of
God so that all may have life forever. The free gift that we call ‘grace’. Paul tells the Romans ‘the free
gift is not like the trespass’. The free gift does not enslave; it sets free. The free gift of his Son Jesus
Christ on the cross enables, that gracious act of self-sacrifice, enables the transformation of God’s
response from our condemnation to our acquittal: ‘if one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all,
so one man’s act of righteousness leads to justification and life for all’, Paul explains.
Let’s unpack that statement a little: we would have expected that if one man – Adam – is effectively
condemned to death for his disobedience, then the inability of the entire human race to keep God’s
law, the ‘many transgressions’ Paul speaks about, would lead to condemnation on an extreme scale.
We would have expected that the disobedience of the entire human race would have led to the
condemnation of the entire human race. In legal terms we would be right in expecting this sentence.
But God chooses not to exercise his legal rights and condemn. Rather he gifts us a new chance: he
does not ignore his legal right, but pays the condemnation himself by giving his own Son, Jesus
Christ, to bear the price of sinfulness. And so, the reign of sin leads to a triumph of grace. New
Testament scholar Leon Morris, one time Principal of Ridley College, put it like this: ‘The grace of God
in Jesus Christ has created the righteousness that is the condition for eternal life: the fatal legacy of
Adam has been outmatched by the prevailing power of grace: that is why there is hope (Leon Morris,
Romans).
And so, amazingly, the result of the many transgressions is not condemnation, but a gift. Where we
would have expected judgement in return for our trespass, we are instead given grace. Grace that is
God’s amazing response to sin, grace that saves humankind, grace that seeks out and finds the lost,
grace that relieves our fears, grace that can be ours when we commit to Christ, as the hymn writer
John Newton reflected on the journey of salvation. Where we are surrounded by dangers, toils and
snares, we are called led back to our heavenly home by grace. The free ‘gift of Christ [who] waded, as
it were, into the strong, dark, current of human sinfulness and, by giving his life to the ungodly,
converted condemnation into justification’, as Melbourne theologian Brendan Byrne SJ poetically
describes this gracious exchange (Sacra Pagina: Romans, p. 179).
For John Newton there was another dimension to grace. He describes his moment of salvation as the
healing from a spiritual blindness: ‘I once was blind, but now I see’, he wrote. The gift of light and sight
is a gift of grace. In our gospel reading from John’s gospel, we read of the dramatic healing of a man
who was born blind. Blindness, in John’s days, would have been seen as a physical expression of the
sinfulness that beset all people. Indeed, the Pharisees berate the healed man, ‘you were born entirely
in sin, and are you trying to teach us?’ Rather than drive the healed man away, as they did, they might
have pondered his miraculous healing. Instead they chose to drive away God’s light for the glimmer of
their self-righteousness, chose to close their eyes to what was clear to the man who was healed: ‘if
this man were not from God, he could do nothing’. God’s light came into the world to bring light to all
people, but people still choose to close their eyes to that light – be blinded by their own, self-created
lights, and so become unable to discern the light of lights. ‘I came into this world for judgement’, Jesus
tells the man born blind, ‘so that those who do not see may see, and those who do see may become
blind’.
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Grace can break through this cycle, can both open the eyes of those who have struggled long with the
darkness of sin, and can open the eyes of those who have been blinded by their own sense of
righteousness. Grace is able to break into the darknesses that we create for ourselves through our
ignoring or transgression of God’s commandments; grace can break the cycle of sin. At the same time
grace can break through our slavish adherence to the letter, but not the spirit, of God’s law; grace can
open our eyes to the true light, enable us to have our eyes opened to see the world as God intends it.
Grace both teaches out hearts to fear, and relieves our fears, as Newton’s hymn tells. All we need to
do is to accept that graceful gift, accept the self-giving gift of Christ for you and me. The man in our
gospel story responded to God’s gift of sight and new life with an act of faith: ‘Lord, I believe’, he told
Jesus, ‘and worshipped him’. If you have not yet responded to this life-giving invitation of Christ by
affirming your belief in him, I encourage you to think more about what it means to be a follower of
Jesus. Talk to one of our clergy, or a member of our congregation what their faith means to them, and
what it takes to commit to Jesus. And if you are already a follower of Jesus, I encourage you to take
part fully in the life of grace, by pondering what God calls you to do to build up Christ’s body on earth.
For grace not only sets free, but gives us gifts – the Greek words make the link even clearer – charis,
grace, gives charismata, charisms or gifts, to build up Christ’s body. And each member of the body of
Christ is given these gifts, Paul tells the church in Rome: ‘individually we are members one of another.
We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; ministry,
in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the
leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness’. Pray how you may exercise these gifts to
help build God’s kingdom; participate in the sacraments, which are visible signs of God’s grace. And
pray that God would use you to bring others to the life-giving grace on which we rely.
In the week ahead continue to pray with me that God’s kingdom would come, that he would bend our
wills to his, so that his will be done for you and for me, and through us, for this world. Pray also that
God’s love would be manifested to the five people for whom you and I began praying at the beginning
of Lent – and if you are coming new to this, it is not too late to start praying that five friends, work
colleagues or acquaintances come to love Jesus, God’s gift of grace to us. Pray that we may be signs
of God’s grace in our world, and that we may be thankful day by day for his amazing gift.
‘Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more, so that, just as sin exercised dominion in death,
so grace also may exercise dominion through justification; leading to eternal life through Jesus Christ
our Lord’. Thanks be to God.
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