
SERMON FOR EVENING PRAYER
The Seventeenth Sunday after Trinity1

Lessons:2

The First Lesson:  Here beginneth the eighteenth Chap-
ter of the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah.3

“The word which came to Jeremiah from the LORD, say-
ing, Arise, and go down to the potter’s house, and there I will 
cause thee to hear my words.  Then I went down to the potter’s 
house, and, behold, he wrought a work on the wheels.  And the 
vessel that he made of clay was marred in the hand of the potter:  
so he made it again another vessel, as seemed good to the potter 
to make it.  Then the word of the LORD came to me, saying, O 
house of Israel, cannot I do with you as this potter? saith 
[SETH] the LORD.  Behold, as the clay is in the potter’s hand, 
so are ye in mine hand, O house of Israel.  At what instant I 
shall speak concerning a nation, and concerning a kingdom, to 
pluck up, and to pull down, and to destroy it; If that nation, 
against whom I have pronounced, turn from their evil, I will re-
pent of the evil that I thought to do unto them.  And at what in-
stant I shall speak concerning a nation, and concerning a king-
dom, to build and to plant it; If it do evil in my sight, that it 
obey not my voice, then I will repent of the good, wherewith I 
said I would benefit them.

“Now therefore go to, speak to the men of Judah, and to 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying, Thus saith [SETH] the 
LORD; Behold, I frame evil against you, and devise a device 
against you:  return ye now every one from his evil way, and 
make your ways and your doings good.  And they said, There is 
no hope:  but we will walk after our own devices, and we will 
every one do the imagination of his evil heart.  Therefore thus 
saith [SETH] the LORD; Ask ye now among the heathen, who 
hath heard such things:  the virgin of Israel hath done a very 
horrible thing.  Will a man leave the snow of Lebanon which 
cometh from the rock of the field? or shall the cold flowing wa-
ters that come from another place be forsaken?  Because my 
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people hath forgotten me, they have burned incense to vanity,
and they have caused them to stumble in their ways from the 
ancient paths, to walk in paths, in a way not cast up; To make 
their land desolate, and a perpetual hissing; every one that pas-
seth thereby shall be astonished, and wag his head.  I will scat-
ter them as with an east wind before the enemy; I will shew 
[SHOW] them the back, and not the face, in the day of their 
calamity.”

Or,

Here beginneth the twenty-second Chapter of the Book 
of the Prophet Jeremiah.4

“Thus saith [SETH] the LORD; Go down to the house of 
the king of Judah, and speak there this word, And say, Hear the 
word of the LORD, O king of Judah, that sittest upon the throne 
of David, thou, and thy servants, and thy people that enter in by 
these gates:  Thus saith [SETH] the LORD; Execute ye judg-
ment and righteousness, and deliver the spoiled out of the hand 
of the oppressor:  and do no wrong, do no violence to the stran-
ger, the fatherless, nor the widow, neither shed innocent blood 
in this place.  For if ye do this thing indeed, then shall there en-
ter in by the gates of this house kings sitting upon the throne of 
David, riding in chariots and on horses, he, and his servants, 
and his people.  But if ye will not hear these words, I swear by 
myself, saith [SETH] the LORD, that this house shall become a 
desolation.  For thus saith [SETH] the LORD unto the king’s 
house of Judah; Thou art Gilead unto me, and the head of Leba-
non:  yet surely I will make thee a wilderness, and cities which 
are not inhabited.  And I will prepare destroyers against thee, 
every one with his weapons:  and they shall cut down thy choice 
cedars, and cast them into the fire.  And many nations shall pass 
by this city, and they shall say every man to his neighbour, 
Wherefore hath the LORD done thus unto this great city?  Then 
they shall answer, Because they have forsaken the covenant of 
the LORD their God, and worshipped other gods, and served 
them.
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8 Hebrews 9.
9 Psalm 49:6-8.
10 53:5-6 & 9-10 (KJV).
11 Rector, St. Benedict’s Anglican Catholic Church, Chapel Hill, NC.
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before ascending into the presence of God the Father to make 
intercession for us by means of His own blood, the fulfillment 
of that image we see in the Biblical Yom Kippur, where the 
High Priest, alive after making atonement, took the blood of the 
sacrifice into the Holy of Holies and sprinkled the mercy seat—
the image of God’s throne.

When Jesus tells us He is without sin, He tells of His 
love for us; for on the Cross He offered that ransom for each of 
us that no rich man can give for his brother. He said that He is 
the One, and He dared to proclaim on His own behalf the Name 
I AM. This declaration also took Him closer to the Cross. So, 
when He calls you to the radical commitment that may even 
cost you your life, as it does cost Christians in other lands who 
suffer persecution and martyrdom even to this day, know that 
He already died for you. Know, as I say often, that when you 
look up and see Him on the Cross, and behold sorrow and love 
flow mingled down, the shedding of His blood and pouring out 
of His soul unto death, that you can and must take this love per-
sonally. Either reject Him completely, if you can, or fall down 
and worship Him as your Lord and your God.

—oo0oo—

The Rev’d Robert Hart11

March 25, 2012
                                                
1 This sermon was originally written on the Gospel at Mass on the Fifth Sun-
day in Lent, 2012.
2 An Alternative Table of Lessons (The Table of 1922, As Revised in 1928), 
THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER, WITH THE ADDITIONS AND DEVIATIONS 

PROPOSED IN 1928 43 (Canterbury Press 2008); The Table of Lessons (The 
Table of 1922, As Revised In 1928), A BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER xxxviii 
(South Africa 1954); A Table of Lessons (authorized by the Episcopal Syn-
od), THE BOOK OF COMMON PRAYER xxxvi (CIPBC 1963).
3 Jeremiah 18:1-17 (KJV).
4 Jeremiah 22:1-19 (KJV).
5 St. John 8:31-end (KJV).
6 St. John 8:58b (KJV).
7 Page 56.
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“Weep ye not for the dead, neither bemoan him:  but 
weep sore for him that goeth away:  for he shall return no more, 
nor see his native country.  For thus saith [SETH] the LORD

touching Shallum the son of Josiah king of Judah, which 
reigned instead of Josiah his father, which went forth out of this 
place; He shall not return thither any more:  But he shall die in 
the place whither they have led him captive, and shall see this 
land no more.

“Woe unto him that buildeth his house by unrighteous-
ness, and his chambers by wrong; that useth his neighbour’s 
service without wages, and giveth him not for his work; That 
saith [SETH], I will build me a wide house and large chambers, 
and cutteth him out windows; and it is cieled [SEALED] with 
cedar, and painted with vermilion.  Shalt thou reign, because 
thou closest thyself in cedar? did not thy father eat and drink, 
and do judgment and justice, and then it was well with him?  He 
judged the cause of the poor and needy; then it was well with 
him:  was not this to know me? saith [SETH] the LORD.  But 
thine eyes and thine heart are not but for thy covetousness, and 
for to shed innocent blood, and for oppression, and for violence, 
to do it.  Therefore thus saith [SETH] the LORD concerning Je-
hoiakim the son of Josiah king of Judah; They shall not lament 
for him, saying, Ah my brother! or, Ah sister! they shall not la-
ment for him, saying, Ah lord! or, Ah his glory!  He shall be 
buried with the burial of an ass, drawn and cast forth beyond the 
gates of Jerusalem.”

Here endeth the First Lesson.

The Second Lesson:  Here beginneth the thirty-first 
Verse of the eighth Chapter of the Gospel according to St. 
John.5

“…  Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on 
him, If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples in-
deed; And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you 
free.
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“They answered him, We be Abraham’s seed, and were 
never in bondage to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be 
made free?  Jesus answered them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
Whosoever committeth sin is the servant of sin.  And the ser-
vant abideth not in the house for ever: but the Son abideth ever.  
If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed.  
I know that ye are Abraham’s seed; but ye seek to kill me, be-
cause my word hath no place in you.  I speak that which I have 
seen with my Father: and ye do that which ye have seen with 
your father.  They answered and said unto him, Abraham is our 
father. Jesus saith [SETH] unto them, If ye were Abraham’s 
children, ye would do the works of Abraham.  But now ye seek 
to kill me, a man that hath told you the truth, which I have heard 
of God: this did not Abraham.  Ye do the deeds of your father. 
Then said they to him, We be not born of fornication; we have 
one Father, even God.  Jesus said unto them, If God were your 
Father, ye would love me: for I proceeded forth and came from 
God; neither came I of myself, but he sent me.  Why do ye not 
understand my speech? even because ye cannot hear my word.  
Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye 
will do. He was a murderer from the beginning, and abode not 
in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he speaketh 
a lie, he speaketh of his own: for he is a liar, and the father of 
it.  And because I tell you the truth, ye believe me not.  Which 
of you convinceth me of sin? And if I say the truth, why do ye 
not believe me?  He that is of God heareth God’s words: ye 
therefore hear them not, because ye are not of God.  Then ans-
wered the Jews, and said unto him, Say we not well that thou art 
a Samaritan, and hast a devil?  Jesus answered, I have not a de-
vil; but I honour my Father, and ye do dishonour me.  And I 
seek not mine own glory: there is one that seeketh and judgeth.  
Verily, verily, I say unto you, If a man keep my saying, he shall 
never see death.  Then said the Jews unto him, Now we know 
that thou hast a devil. Abraham is dead, and the prophets; and 
thou sayest, If a man keep my saying, he shall never taste of 
death.  Art thou greater than our father Abraham, which is 
dead? and the prophets are dead: whom makest thou thyself?  
Jesus answered, If I honour myself, my honour is nothing: it is 
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and sacrifice, Himself, the only man worthy to take the book 
and open the seals thereof. Declaring His own freedom from 
sin and death, as contrasted to all the rest of us, Jesus sets the 
stage for the sorrows of the Cross that were to follow. 

“They that trust in their wealth, and boast themselves in 
the multitude of their riches; None of them can by any means 
redeem his brother, nor give to God a ransom for him: For the 
redemption of their soul is precious, and it ceaseth for ever,”9

says the Psalmist. 

Isaiah adds this:

“…  But he was wounded for our trans-
gressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the 
chastisement of our peace was upon him; and 
with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep 
have gone astray; we have turned every one to 
his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the 
iniquity of us all….  He made his grave with the 
wicked, and with the rich in his death; because 
he had done no violence, neither was any deceit 
in his mouth. 

“Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise him; he 
hath put him to grief: when thou shalt make his 
soul an offering for sin, he shall see his seed, he 
shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the 
LORD shall prosper in his hand.”10

Declaring oneself free from sin would be madness and 
delusion for you and me, but for Jesus it was another step closer 
to the Cross. On that Cross He would establish the New Cove-
nant in His blood, the Covenant that alone frees us from sin and 
death, and that stretched back in time as well to those who be-
fore had hoped for the coming of Messiah. He bore the sins of 
all the world, the perfect and sinless Son of God. After the vic-
tory of His death and passion, He rose the third day, and ap-
peared to witnesses. He spent forty days with those witnesses 
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tegrity than Jesus, who now turns around and says, in effect, “I 
am without sin- who can accuse me of anything?”

Either He gave the Law to Moses, or he had broken it, 
and deserved to die. Listen to the writer to the Hebrews on this:
“For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes of an hei-
fer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifies to the purifying of the 
flesh: how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through 
the eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge 
your conscience from dead works to serve the living God?” Je-
sus, alone out of all mankind, could go to the Cross and there 
make “by His one oblation of Himself once offered, a full, per-
fect, and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction, for the 
sins of the whole world.” While having his vision on the isle of 
Patmos, the Apostle John wept because no one in all heaven and 
earth was worthy to open the book and break its seven seals, 
that is until the man came forth who was both Lion of the Tribe 
of Judah, and also the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of 
the world, indeed a lion who appeared as a lamb that had been 
slain. He was worthy, and He alone of all mankind.

The writer to the Hebrews uses as an example the tem-
ple, and its typology regarding the New Covenant that Christ 
would establish in his own blood, foretold by the prophet Jere-
miah.8 The High Priest once a year, on Yom Kippor, brought 
the blood of the sin offering into the Holy of Holies, and sprin-
kled it on the mercy seat. That was the type. The priest who 
offered any sacrifice had to be a perfect physical specimen of a 
man, having no deformity or loss of limb or any member. The 
animal sacrificed for sin had to be a perfect specimen, without 
even spot or blemish. This is because both the priest and the 
animal to be offered had to be pictures of Jesus Christ, and their 
physical perfection had to be a picture of His spiritual perfec-
tion as the only human being free from all stain of sin.

Our Second Lesson reminds us of Passiontide. In dec-
laring His own sinlessness, Christ reveals that every priest and 
every sacrifice were only types and shadows of the Real priest 
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my Father that honoureth me; of whom ye say, that he is your 
God:  Yet ye have not known him; but I know him: and if I 
should say, I know him not, I shall be a liar like unto you: but I 
know him, and keep his saying.  Your father Abraham rejoiced 
to see my day: and he saw it, and was glad.  Then said the Jews 
unto him, Thou art not yet fifty years old, and hast thou seen 
Abraham?  Jesus said unto them, Verily,verily, I say unto you, 
Before Abraham was, I am.  Then took they up stones to cast at 
him: but Jesus hid himself, and went out of the temple, going 
through the midst of them, and so passed by.”

Here endeth the Second Lesson.

Text:

From the Second Lesson:  “Verily, verily, I say unto you, 
Before Abraham was, I am.”6  In the Name of the Father, and 
of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.  Amen.

Homily:

For once the enemies of our Lord were right about 
something, frankly, about something that many nominal Chris-
tians are wrong about.  His enemies understood exactly what He 
meant by His words, “before Abraham was, I AM.” And this is 
the reason, ultimately, that His enemies wanted him dead, and 
the reason they were unrelenting in pursuit of His execution. 
They understood Him rightly, and because they reacted in the 
only logical way they knew, they picked up stones in order to 
kill Him.

In one of the most famous passages in all his works, 
C.S. Lewis addressed in Mere Christianity this very thing that 
today’s Second Lesson is about:

“I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the 
really foolish thing that people often say about 
Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral 
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teacher, but I don’t accept his claim to be God.’ 
That is the one thing we must not say. A man 
who was merely a man and said the sort of things 
Jesus said would not be a good moral teacher. 
He would either be a lunatic-on a level with the 
man who says he is a poached egg-or else he 
would be the Devil of Hell. You must make 
your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son 
of God: or else a madman or something worse. 
You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at 
Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at 
His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us 
not come with any patronising nonsense about 
His being a great moral teacher. He has not left 
that open to us. He did not intend to.”7

Recall the words from the Gospel for the Third Sunday 
in Lent:  “He that is not with me is against me: and he that 
gathers not with me scatters.”  He called His followers to be 
ready to die rather than to deny Him before men. There was 
nothing innocuous about the commitment He called for, because 
that commitment was personal.

Some men have called people to die for ideas and ideals, 
causes both good and bad. These causes were always bigger 
than any individual, whether leaders and thinkers were advocat-
ing something harmful, or something truly heroic and prin-
cipled. But Jesus called people to die as martyrs out of person-
al commitment to Himself, faithfulness to Him as an individual. 
He allowed people to worship Him, even Jews who knew that 
there is only one God, and who were forbidden to worship any 
other god in the Presence, that covers all of heaven and earth, of 
the One True God. What kind of man would assume the place 
of God, and use that sacred Name, I AM, as his own? What 
kind of man would claim the right to such loyalty as leads his 
followers to persecution and death? What kind of man, if he 
has any compassion in him, would knowingly demand total
commitment?
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A word I use sparingly is the word “loyalty.” That is 
because loyalty is not always virtuous. I remember a young 
man saying to me, many years ago, that Albert Speer had been 
loyal to Hitler. He said this in the context of having just heard, 
in a rather pathetic sermon, that loyalty is a virtue and that it 
always pleases God. So the young man was praising Speer for 
his loyalty to something very close to evil incarnate. Loyalty 
can be pleasing to God, or it can be a sin. Loyalty to Hitler, or 
to any evil cause, man or movement, is not virtuous, but abomi-
nable. That kind of loyalty is the worship of a false god. It is 
one way, in any age of history, to bear the mark of the Beast, to 
make a radical decision against Jesus Christ.

But Jesus dares to call His followers to complete loyalty 
to Himself, even to the point of dying rather than to deny Him. 
What kind of a man is He then? C.S. Lewis was right: He is 
either God or He is mad or worse. By the Law they all knew, 
Jesus deserved at that moment to be stoned for blasphemy, un-
less He truly is the Messiah, the Son of the Living God, the 
Word made Flesh. Yes, his enemies understood Him. He did, 
in fact, declare Himself equal to God. Either He is the One who 
gave the Law to Moses, or, by that Law, he must die.

It would have been bad enough, by their standard, to say 
only one line from today’s Second Lesson:  “Which of you con-
victs me of sin?” The same chapter begins with the story about 
the woman taken in adultery, brought to Jesus by enemies who 
wanted to trap Him into either of two snares: denying the 
commandments in the Torah (though the commandment was to 
execute both the man and the woman who commit adultery—
which presents quite a mystery in that story), or defying the 
Romans who allowed no one to execute anybody in their empire 
except through Roman law. We all remember what Jesus said: 
“He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at 
her.” All of these men, enemies of Jesus, had at least the hones-
ty to drop their stones and leave. Were they men of greater in-


