Justin S. Holcomb


“Guiltless” (1 Cor 1:3-9)

On Friday morning, I read in the newspaper how the city of Charlottesville decided to tack-on an additional $200 fine for speeding on 6 specifics streets that were concerned dangerous because of all the speeding. As I read this, I thought it was a great idea since stupid irresponsible drivers need to learn their lesson.
And then Friday night, I was one of the stupid irresponsible drivers….and I got pulled over….on Avon Street, which is one of the “additional $200” streets.  As I’m being pulled over I’m doing the math in my head: $67 court fee, $7 per mile over the limit, plus this new $200 fine (which about 8 hours before I thought was a great idea).  My total was around $400.

The cop walked-up, asked for my license and registration, and said, “I clocked you going 41 in a 25 zone!  Is there ANY justifiable reason why you were going that fast?” I was shocked by his question: “Any justifiable reason?” He wasn’t looking for an excuse…he was driving home the point of my violation. Of course, I had no justifiable reason. I deserved to get the $393 fine along with the 4 points on my license and the increased insurance premium. So, I said, “Sir, I’m so sorry. I don’t have a justifiable reason. But, my wife is 9 months pregnant and she has to pee.”  I looked over and Lindsey is pushing-out her belly so he could see it. 

He handed my license back and said, “You take care of your wife. My wife is 8 months. I totally understand.  But, please be careful and slow it down.” I’ve never been treated more nicely from a cop. The only thing more he could have done was to give us a police escort home. I was 100% guilty and he let me go like I was blameless. He even asked me nicely to “please slow down.” It was a relief not getting what I deserved. 

I’m telling you this because I was guilty, but the cop was gracious and treated me like I was blameless—the two themes in our passage. Verse 4 says “I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that has been given to you in Christ Jesus.” Verse 8 says, “you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Let’s look at verse 4. It is about “the grace of God given to us in Jesus.” Figuring out what grace is, is important since it is all over the bible. The word is used 156 times in the NT and in every NT book. It’s Hebrew equivalent, hesed, is used 240 times in the OT. It is God’s goodness, love, mercy, and kindness toward His people without regard to their deeds and in spite of what they deserve. The short hand for this grace is “Mercy not Merit.” Grace is not getting what you deserve and getting what you don’t deserve. This is the opposite of karma. Karma is all about getting what you deserve. The heart of grace is substitution, someone else gets what you deserve. 

In Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, there is the grave of a Civil War soldier. The gravestone bears the dates of his birth and his death, and then these words: “Abraham Lincoln's substitute.” In the anguish of the civil war, realizing that thousands were dying in his place on the battlefield, Lincoln honored one particular soldier as his substitute and made him a symbol of the fact that the soldiers who perished in battle were dying that others might live.
Jesus is that Civil War soldier and we are Lincoln pointing to our substitute. And with Jesus, substitution takes two forms. First, he’s a substitute for your sins in atonement (“He died for you, for the forgiveness of your sins”). Second, he’s a substitute for your righteousness in imputation (“His righteousness is imputed—given, credited, applied—to you”). 

The innocent died, so the guilty go free. If that doesn’t mess you up, then you don’t get it. That’s what the cross is all about. The cross is not pretty, like all the ones you see in this church. 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. Crosses were placed in open areas as a form of public ridicule. The crowds would gather to increase the degradation of the crucified by jeering, mocking, and insulting them.
Crufixicion 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 spitting in his face….they blindfolded him and then punched 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 was defiled, obscenely displayed, mocked, beaten, stripped naked, plagued by insects, covered with dirt, sweat, blood, and excrement. All of this was because of your sin and your need for righteousness. This was the cost of grace.

Would you have put the cross at the center of your faith? Ofcourse not! So, why in the world have Christians chosen the cross to serve as the symbol of our faith? Wasn’t there something less bloody, less disgusting, less offensive and shameful? YES! He healed lepers, hung out with the social outcasts, preached some great sermons, and performed impressive miracles. But the cross is where Jesus Christ went…willingly…for a reason. And the NT writers saw grace in the wretchedness of the cross.

The cross is where there was a double substitution. There is a passage in 2 Cor that puts these two together perfectly:  “For you know the grace of Jesus Christ. Though he was rich, for your sake he became poor, so that through his poverty you might become rich.” Jesus’ blameless life and horrible death is your salvation. His perfect life is given to us as our righteousness. We are covered by his righteousness before God. His death on the cross is the wrath of God poured out on Jesus instead of us. Jesus willingly took upon himself what is ours and gave us what was his. Jesus became what he was not—a sinner—so that we might be called what we are not—pure, blameless, and innocent.

That is what makes verse 8 so powerful. Verse 8 says that because of grace, God will judge you as blameless or guitless. On the cross, the innocent one was treated as if guilty and killed.  And the guilty are treated as if innocent and called blameless.
Wherever you feel shame, threat of punishment, or judgment, God wants you to experience being called blameless, guiltless, and innocent. You may feel filthy, but God calls you blameless. You feel like a poor excuse for a Christian.  God sees innocent. You’re told “You should be ashamed of yourself.” God declares guiltless. You may feel worthless. God calls you blameless. You may be undisciplined. God only sees innocent. You might not be able to stop. God calls you blameless. It may be your dark secret. You’re guiltless. It may be your sexual sin, your gossip, your anger, you addiction, your bitterness, your enabling, your cheating, your hatred, your drinking, your envy, your snorting, your lying, your pride, your failures.  Because of atonement and imputation, you are blameless…guiltless…innocent.

If you trust in Christ, then that is ALL you will ever hear! The bible says there is NO CONDEMNATION for those in Christ. There is no more charge against you. Whenever the cop shows up (in the form of your conscience, your past, your accuser) and asks “What is your justifiable reason?”…you can point to Christ.

This is important because the threat of judgment manifests itself in our lives through stress, anger, and depression.  There is a book on the book table by Paul Zahl called Who Will Deliver Us?  Listen to this quote as he describes the fear all of us have of ultimate judgment: “The fear beneath all fears, which in turn creates the stress, depression, and anger of everyday life, is fear of ultimate judgment.  This is to say, the fear of ultimate condemnation, because fear of judgment implies condemnation.  If we were confident of acquittal, judgment would not possess the sting it does.  Judgment for us entails condemnation.”   
So what do we do with this blame, shame, guilt, and threat of judgment? You go to the cross because that’s where God in Christ took the blame for us in the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. We cannot bear the blame ourselves.
U2’s song “Grace”—Grace. She takes the blame. She covers the shame. Removes the stain. It could be her name. Grace. It's a name for a girl. It's also a thought that changed the world. What left a mark, no longer stings. Because grace makes beauty out of ugly things.

On Dec 5, there is going to be an art installation at The Garage. Kate gave people jars and asked them to find something that has been disregarded and then put it in the jar and name it. People are finding trash, garbage, and filth (cigarette butts, coffee cups, chewed-up gum, banana peels, lint). Then it will be displayed beautifully with lights and new names. This is what happens to us when we encounter grace.

Because of Jesus, all God does anymore is grace. Verse 9 says, “God is faithful. God is trust worthy.” That means he doesn’t change on you.  That the grace you get now, you always get forever. You may be more or less faithful, but God is always faithful. Thankfully, God is a “one-trick pony.” Whatever you need, God answers it with his goodness, love, mercy, and kindness without regard to your work and in spite of what you deserve.  You might need forgiveness, comfort, significance, change, hope, acceptance, or peace. To your need, God gives grace.

There is a Puritan prayer, called “Wave Upon Wave of Grace”—Teach me to know that grace precedes, accompanies, and follows my salvation; that it sustains my soul, that not one link of its chain can ever break. From Calvary's cross, wave upon wave of grace reaches me, deals with my sin, washes me clean, renews my heart, strengthens my will, draws out my affection, kindles a flame in my soul, consecrates my every thought, word, work, and teaches me Your immeasurable love.
