We just celebrated Christmas, which is all about the incarnation—the message that God come to us in the person of Jesus Christ. But the message of Christianity is NOT that God just showed up….but he showed up TO DO SOMETHING—which is to save and to adopt us as children of God. This is what our Galatians text says: “1) God sent his Son 2) to redeem those who were under the law 3) so that we might receive adoption as children. So you are no longer a slave but a child, and if a child then also an heir, through God.” And our John reading says: “But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God. From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.”
To make this point, let me tee you a true story about some Navy SEALs on a rescue mission. Navy SEALs were performing a covert operation, freeing some hostages from a building in some dark part of the world. The team flew in by helicopter, made their way to the compound and stormed into the room where the hostages had been imprisoned for months. The room was filthy and dark.  The hostages were curled up in a corner, terrified. When the SEALs entered the room, they heard the gasps of the hostages. They stood at the door and called to the prisoners, telling them they were Americans. The SEALs asked the hostages to follow them, but the hostages wouldn’t. They sat there on the floor and hid their eyes in fear. They were not of healthy mind and didn’t believe their rescuers were really Americans. The SEALs stood there, not knowing what to do. They couldn’t possibly carry everybody out. One of the SEALs got an idea.  He put down his weapon, took off his helmet, and curled up tightly next to the other hostages, getting so close his body was touching some of theirs. He softened the look on his face and put his arms around them.  He was trying to show them he was one of them.  None of the prisoner guards would have done this.  He stayed there for a little while until some of the hostages started to look at him, finally meeting his eyes. The Navy SEAL whispered that they were Americans and were there to rescue them. The hero stood to his feet and one of he hostages did the same, then another, until all of them were willing to go. The story ends with all the hostages safe on an American aircraft carrier.
The Navy seal doesn’t just show up and lay his guy down and curl up in the filth and stay their….he saves the hostages. Christmas always points to Good Friday and Easter Sunday…always. If you stop at Christmas you have a nice touching story but no “redeeming those under the law” and “being adopted as the children of God.”

Robert Capon argues: “Jesus came to raise the dead. He did not come to teach the teachable; He did not come to improve the improvable; He did not come to reform the reformable. None of those things works.” Christianity goes from the baby in the manger to the cross quickly. And crucifixion was the most wretched and shameful of deaths. That’s why Hebrews 12:2 is so shocking when it says: “Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame.”
But many today don’t like the cross precisely because of its shame. It is too bloody and depressing. That impulse makes complete sense because the cross is offensive, shameful, and disgusting. It should horrify and assault us because crucifixion is about shame. It was designed to display and humiliate the condemned. And it was more than just a death sentence. It was the stripping of all dignity. Jesus’ crucifixion was a ritual of humiliation. The guards mocked him by bowing…then spit in his face….they punched him while blindfolded and asked him to prophecy who hit him…they draped him in a purple robe and crowned him with thorns….they yanked out his beard…and all these things were deliberate acts to shame him. He is defiled, obscenely displayed, mocked, beaten, stripped naked, plagued by insects, covered with dirt, sweat, blood, and excrement.

There were plenty of less bloody, disgusting, and offensive things to be at the center of your faith. Jesus healed lepers, preached great sermons, and performed impressive miracles. But the cross and its effects for you are the reasons for Jesus’ incarnation. John 10:14-18—"I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me and I lay down my life for the sheep. I lay down my life—only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.” Rev 13:8—The Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.

The NT writers saw something beautiful in the wretchedness of the cross. They say that the cross 1) is where God’s judgment is diverted from us and 2) how we are cleansed from effects of sin. As Galatians says, God send his son…TO REDEEM YOU.

Let’s, first, look at God’s judgment. God is holy…and we sin in thought, word, and deed…by things we have done…and by things we have not done. The question is, How does God feel about our sinfulness? To answer that question, the bible uses the word “wrath” over 600 times. God is angry because we violate his law, we commit cosmic treason against him, and we rebel against God. God is angry at sin and you have to know this.  If you don’t hear the bad news of his anger, then the good news makes no sense at all. If you ignore your deserved judgment and think God loves you because you’re so lovable, then you just turned God into a gentle sky fairy who hands out lollipops to everyone because we're all good people.
But the God of the Bible wants justice because his law was broken by you. Wrath is God’s response to sinners….and Jesus substitutes himself on our behalf to divert the wrath of God from us. Jesus is the recipient of God’s wrath in our place. Romans 3 and 5 and Heb 2: we shall be saved from God's wrath because Jesus is the propitiation for the sins of the people. “Propitiation” is the word for this. It is used in scripture and our liturgy. 1 John 4:10— This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son to be a propitiation for our sins.
God diverts his wrath to Jesus because of his love for you. How do you know that God loves you? You know God loves you because Jesus was the propitiation for your sins. This love of God is not sentimental or weak…it is efficacious, it redeems, it embraces, it renews. It is a courageous, restoring, transforming love. We can compare God’s love for us to a mother’s instinct for her child. Notice on airplanes—during the pre-take-off routine—that they say, “If the oxygen masks drop and you are traveling with a child, make sure to put the mask on yourself first, and then take care of your child.”  I asked a flight attendant why they said that and he explained: “Because a mother’s instinct is to sacrifice herself and to protect her child first.  But we need the mom’s to take care of themselves first so they can really protect their children.”

Our text says, God send his son to redeem you…so you can be a child of God. You need to know that God’s instinct is like that for you. In Jesus, God is so for you as your defender that he is against himself as your accuser. God is not looking for excuses to turn his back on you. Nothing separate you from the love of God.
So far, we have seen that Jesus diverts God’s wrath from you…but, you may be thinking, “I’m still sinning. I’m still filthy and dirty. I’m still marked by what I’ve done and what has been done against me.” THAT is why you need expiation, which is cleansing and renewal. 

The bible talks of sins we’ve done or the sins done to us by using words like “defilement”—to feel filthy, unclean, dirty, and shameful. Frequently in the bible the sins that cause defilement are sexual in nature. How many of you are filled with sin that was committed against you from molestation, rape, sexually abuse, exposure to pornography? How many of you feel defiled with sin you’ve committed? Many of you have a sense of defilement…and the consequence is feeling shamed.

In many of the conversations I have with people about their depression, anxiety, and substance abuse, when I drill below the surface, much of what is deep down is a sense of defilement and filth that is encumbered with shame. Many of you feel broken, dirty, ashamed, and worthless because of sins you have committed and sins that have been committed against you.

You will be marked by one of three things forever: what you have done, what has been done to you, or what Jesus has done for you. If you are marked by what you have done, you will feel shame. This is the man who cannot enjoy the intimacy of his wife because of the crippling shame of his past sexual sins. If you are marked by what has been done to you, you will feel defiled. This is the wife who can’t look her husband in the eye because of what her father did to her.  This is what many of you are filled with—shame and uncleanness and dirtiness. So, what will define you?

I propose, what Jesus has done for you: 1 John 1:9—If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. This includes the sins you’ve done and the sins done to you. Some of you are mortified or embarrassed by what you’ve done or by what was been done to you. The blood of Jesus purifies us from all sin. There is no sin the cross can’t handle and there is no shame that his blood can’t cover. Because you are a child of God, cleansing is what he does to you.
Suppose a mother has a kid who comes in all muddy. She just washes off the mud. She loves her child and doesn’t wait to see whether the kid decides if he wants to live with mud all over him. She just washes it off. And if she is a faithful mother, she will continually clean her child and say, "This is my son, and I will stick with him." Surely that is not taking grace too far…that is love.
Because God sent his Son, to die for our redemption, we are called the children of God. You’re new. You’re pure. You belong. You’re accepted.  You are without blemish. You are forgiven. 

I have some friends who just adopted their second child.  They couldn’t have biological children so they adopted. I was talking to them recently and mis-spoke about their kids by saying something about how they couldn’t have “their own children.” My friend forcefully explained that they didn’t have biological children but that their adopted children were “THEIR OWN CHILDREN…they aren’t like second class children to us. We love them more than our own lives and there is nothing we wouldn’t do for them.”

That’s what is means to be adopted as God’s child.  You naturally were not his child, but he made you his child and you get all the benefits as if you always have been.

