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Study Notes

1. What is important to know about the context for this book (ie/ historical, theological, social, ecclesial)?

This text was incredibly contextually significant, because it represents part of Cranmer's First Book of Homilies, prepared as the first major task of the Edwardian Reformation in 1547. This was considered to be imperative for the Anglican Church, and reflects the high value placed upon sermons at the time. There were people who felt these were unnecessary several years before under Henry, such as Bishop Gardiner of Winchester, who was asked to contribute to a book of sermons in 1542, but later implied in a letter to Cranmer, (paraphrased by Parker) “And what do we want homilies for anyway? The people got on all right without homilies in the past and they will go to heaven now without homilies.”(256) But this seems to have been a reaction to the majority emphasis upon sermons, certainly by the time of Edward – and in fact, it is highly likely that Cranmer was able to churn out the First Book of Homilies as fast as he did under Edward, by taking sermons already written for his previously aborted attempt.


While not all of the sermons in the book were written by Cranmer, and many are unidentifiable, the ones in this collection are highly likely to be his.

2. Why was it first written (ie/ purpose)? Who were its intended readers? How was it received?

3. How would I describe or characterise the form, style and content of the general terms? (ie/ letter, treatise, etc)?

4. What is the author’s main concern and how does he or she communicate this?

5. What is the form and structure of the exposition? How does it proceed (ie/ outline)?

The writing is a series of three sermons.

· 262-271 : First Homily, on the Salvation of Mankind by only Christ our Saviour from sin and death everlasting.

· 262-264: Introduction.

· 265-268: Paul, the Church Forebears all agree that we are only justified by God through Christ.

· 268-271: Good works are still necessary, just not for salvation.

· 272-282 : Second Homily, a short declaration of the true, lively, and Christian faith

· 272-275: Introduction

· 283-286 : Third Homily, Good works annexed unto Faith

6. What are the dominant images? Is there a special artistry or beauty about the text?

7. What picture of Christian life emerges?

8. What are the most important spiritual insights offered?

Cranmer clearly believes in the classic doctrines of our sinfulness and Christ's atoning work to “make a sacrifice and satisfaction, or (as it may be called) amends, to his Father for our sins, to assuage his wrath and indignation conceived against us for the same.”(262) He also clearly believes that if not for Christ's atonement, God would have had to “by his justice condemn us unto the perpetual captivity of the devil and his prison of hell, remidiless forever without mercy.”(263) He is not a universalist or anything like that.


Cranmer wants though to encourage us with the totality of Christ's atonement for us:

For all the good works that we can do be unperfect, and therefore not able to deserve our justification.: but our justification doth come freely by the mere mercy of God... So that Christ is now the righteousness of all them that truly do believe in him. He for them paid their ransom by his death. He for them fulfilled the law in his life. So that now in him and by him every true Christian man may be called the fulfiller of the law; forasmuch as that which their infirmity lacketh, Christ's justice has supplied.(264)

Our works are completely futile from a salvific point of view. The whole doctrine of justification by faith is meant “most plainly to express the weakness of man and the goodness of God, the great infirmity of ourselves and the might and power of God, the imperfectness of our works and the most abundant grace of our Saviour Christ.”(266).


Yet Cranmer is at great pains to not let this become cheap, just because it is all done by Christ: “And although this justification be free unto us, yet it cometh not so freely unto us that there is no ransom paid therefore at all.”(263) He is obviously refuting the problem of people thinking that because their redemption is so easy for them, it must not have been a big deal for God – He mustn't have been that angry after all. At the same time, while it is not free for Him, it is still really free for us, just this freedom needs to be understood correctly.


So what are we to do? Cranmer does not want us to think that we have licence in grace to sin: “no man shall justly think that he may thereby take any occasion of carnal liberty to follow the desires of the flesh, or that thereby any kind of sin shall be committed, or any ungodly living the more used.”(267)


Still, Cranmer upholds the futility of our own actions, since they are inevitably tainted by sinfulness: “And so the grace of God doth not exclude the justice of God in our justification, but only excludeth the justice of man, that is to say, the justice of our works, as to be the merits of deserving our justification. And therefore St Paul declareth here nothing upon the behalf of man concerning his justification, but only a true and lively faith, which nevertheless is 'a gift of God', and not man's only work without God.” (264, emphasis added) So what exactly is a “true and lively faith”? Cranmer is clear that it does involve action, because “out of the which faith springeth good works.”(265) Furthermore, Cranmer insists in cannot exist, “without true repentance, hope, charity, dread, and the fear of God, at any time and season.”(266)


Cranmer's solution is to suggest that the “office” (ability and responsibility) of justification is strictly and exclusively God's. Not even our faith is ours, in a sense, “for that were to count ourselves to be justified by some act or virtue that is within ourselves.”(267) Nonetheless, we do have an office:

Our office is not to pass the time of this present life unfruitfully and idly after that we are baptised or justified, not caring how few good works we do to the glory of God and profit of our neighbours. Much less it is our office, after that we be once made Christ's members, to live contrary to the same, making ourselves members of the devil, walking after his enticements and after the suggestions of the world and the flesh.(269)

Cranmer ends up stating that this is simply an outpouring from our justification. “to have a sure trust and confidence in God's merciful promises to be saved... whereof doth follow a loving heart to obey his commandments.”(270) In other words, Cranmer flips the thing on its head, since “Surely no such ungodly man can have faith and trust in God.”(270) Christ's grace and kindness “if we be not desperate persons, and our hearts harder then stones, they move us to render ourselves unto God wholly with all our will, hearts, might, and power.”(271) And again, in his second sermon, 

Such is the true faith that the Scripture doth so much commend: the which, when it seeth and considereth what God hath done for us, is also moved through continual assistance of the Spirit of God, to serve and please him, to keep his favour, to fear his displeasure... and that freely, for true love chiefly, and not for dread of punishment or love of temporal reward, considering how clearly without our deservings, we have received his mercy and pardon freely.(274)

Cranmer describes this faith of those with hearts of stone as “dead faith, which bringeth forth no good works, but is idle, barren and unfruitful.”(272) Naturally, he looks to James for a Biblical expression of this.


He actually uses a wonderful illustration for this point – if you were going to have faith in Caesar, t's not enough to just believe that Caesar existed, or that he did what he did. All those things could be locked into an irrelivant past for you. Certainly they can be for people with a dead faith in Christ (272). In other words, Cranmer is making the clear distinction between cognitive belief to abstract and irrelevant principles, and real trust. “For the very sure and lively Christian faith is not only to believe all things of God... but but also an earnest trust and confidence in God.”(274)


Cranmer builds on this to discuss what happens when we actually do sin. What's going on there? “though sometime he doth send us sharp adversity, yet that evermore he will be a loving Father unto us, correcting us for our sin, but not withdrawing his mercy finally from us, if we trust in him, and commit ourselves wholly unto him, hang only upon him, and call upon him, ready to obey and serve him.”(273) In fact, Cranmer actually strongly believes that no genuinely good works can occur without a true and lively faith (274)


He also holds the classic Augustinian position, that child baptism has an effect, allowing those who die in childhood who have been baptised to go to heaven. He also is most pleased to quote other great Church Forebears: “And after this wise to be justified, only by this true and lively faith in Christ, speaketh all the old and ancient authors, both Greeks and Latins. Of whom I will specially rehearse three, Hilary, Basil, and Ambrose.”(265) Cranmer is specifically trying to show that that all the Church, East and West, firmly has believed in justification by faith, and that it is the Catholics that have forgotten this. He further boosts his argument with:

These and other like sentences, that we be justified by faith only, freely, and without works, we do read ofttimes in the most best and ancient writers. As, beside Hilary, Basil, and St. Ambrose before rehearsed, we read the same in Origen [an interesting choice, considering what happened to him!], St. Chrysostom, St. Cyprian, St. Augustine, Prosper, Oecumenius, Photius, Bernardus (presumably of Clairvaux), Anselm, and many other authors, Greek and Latin.”(266)

9. What about this book is of enduring significance? 

With regard to the first sermon on justification by faith, Parker puts it well:

But justification by faith alone is a very dangerous doctrine, easily liable to misunderstanding and perversion; and misunderstood or perverted it may lead to ruin in this world and the next. It is therefore necessary to explain it most carefully. (258)

There are some interesting ecumenical implications here as well. For example, Cranmer has absolutely no problem using the term “merit” to describe what Jesus has done, (268) but will simply not allow it to be used for anybody else.

Meaningful Quote (with reference)

Comment on Reading

What matters of fact, meaning, or exposition seem unclear to me?

What disturbs or troubles me about this book?

How does this text help me better to read and apply Scripture to my life and times? Does it evoke and interpret any particular texts of the Bible?

These sermons are just further built upon a heavy reliance on Pauline theology, but not exclusively Pauline theology - “And to be short, the sum of all Paul's disputation is this: that if justice comes of works, then it cometh not of grace; and if it come of grace, then it cometh not of works. And to this end tendeth all the Prophets, as St. Peter saith in the tenth of Acts.”(265)

How does the text speak to me or to my context?

One of the things I've been doing at the moment is my daily dozen. Cranmer articulates one of my disciplines in that, the “The good I do...” prayer, with this great statement:

And yet that faith doth not exclude repentance, hope, love, dread, and the fear of God, to be joined with faith in every man that is justified; but it excludeth them from the office of justifiying. So that although they be all present together in him that is justified, yet they also justify not all together. Nor that faith also doth not exclude the justice of our good works, necessarily to be done afterward of duty towards God... but it excludeth them, so that we may not do them to this intent, to be made good by doing of them. (264)

Three Questions for Further Discussion

