Our Freedom in Christ #1

“From Shame to Significance”

selected Scriptures

Liberty is the theme of early July, particularly the 4th of July, as Americans celebrate the signing of the Declaration of Independence. Ask Americans what they like most about their country and many will reply, “Freedom.” Ask non-Americans who have come to America (or are trying to) why they want to come here and many will reply, “Freedom.” The United States of America is still, at least in the minds of many, “the land of the free.” We love our liberty.

What is liberty? Essentially, liberty is freedom…freedom from something and freedom to do something. Last week I mentioned the Bill of Rights in our Constitution and the Four Freedoms outlined by President Franklin Roosevelt as examples of freedom from certain things and freedom to others.

The same is true in Christianity. As Graham Scroggie wrote, “Christianity is a religion of freedom.”
 For the next few weeks we will consider “Our Freedom in Christ.”

Like the liberty we enjoy as Americans, Christ frees us to as well as from. Christian liberty is initially freedom from sin’s power and guilt. Freedom from God’s wrath. Freedom from satanic and demonic authority. And equally important, it is freedom from shame that could easily bind me, as well as freedom from the tyranny of others’ opinions, obligations, and expectations.
 And so, this morning, we will consider freedom from shame and freedom to significance.

The Ruin of Shame

We begin with the ruin of shame. What is shame? Many people think guilt and shame are the same, but this is not true. Pete Wilson writes, 

In its simplest definition, shame is the deep sense that you are unacceptable because of something you did or something that was done to you. Shame is not like guilt. Guilt says, “I did something wrong,” while shame says, “I am wrong.” Guilt is the person who says, “I’m responsible, I messed up, I was wrong,” and they expect punishment and need forgiveness. Shame is the person who thinks they don’t belong because of something that they did or something that has been done to them. Shame says you’re not normal. You stick out and if people find out, you’ll be kicked out.

Shame is the psychological and emotional experience of believing yourself to be inadequate in ways that lead you to reject yourself. It hides oneself from others on the assumption that if others knew this about you, they too would reject you.

Shame is a painful emotion of disgrace caused by a strong sense of guilt. You experience shame when your guilt moves from knowing you have done something bad to feeling that you are bad. Shame focuses not on what you’ve done but on being ashamed of who you are. Feeling that you are basically defective causes the deepest sense of unworthiness and a constant fear of abandonment and rejection. Devastating emotional scars from shame often last a lifetime.
 Shame brings terrifying self-doubt
 and self-hatred.

Some of this self-condemnation may have roots in childhood. For example, there is a difference between parenting that uses guilt to mold a child’s behavior and parenting that uses shame. Guilt-inducing parenting points out disobedience and shows children how to behave differently. Shame-inducing parenting focuses on telling children how bad, clumsy, stupid, or worthless they are. As they grow older, such children are more likely to carry self-images that are negative. As adults, failures often lead to strong feelings of self-condemnation, anger, helplessness, and more shame.
 The difference between blaming and shaming is that blaming tells us that we did something bad; shaming tells us that we are something bad.
 And we believe it.
Shame reduces us to muteness, alienates us from others, and makes us acutely aware of ourselves as deficiency incarnate. When we are ashamed, we bow our heads—not to pray but to hide. Letting someone look us in the eye is especially painful because their gaze seems to pierce to the soul—the deepest and real self now feared to be rotten and worthless.

Shame penetrates deeper than embarrassment; it cuts wider than disappointment. Its scars are ugly and often permanent. Being the lowest form of self-hatred, shame has driven many people slumping under its burden to retreat into a sort of living death, which ultimately ends in suicide.
 Shame is always painful. And unless you deal with it, it is permanent. Unless you get help—the dawn will never come.

One more element to know: Shame is not dependent upon the truth. Job cried out in Job 10:15, “If I am guilty—woe to me! Even if I am innocent, I cannot lift my head, for I am full of shame and drowned in my affliction.” Even though Job was innocent—and he knew it—he still dealt with the feelings of shame. Feelings are often unmoved by facts.

I think the best example of shame in the Scripture is found in John 8. Here we meet a woman who is never named; she speaks only three words recorded in the text. Yet it is not difficult to imagine the emotion of shame she must have experienced.

We read in John 8:2-6,

At dawn he appeared again in the temple courts, where all the people gathered around him, and he sat down to teach them. The teachers of the law and the Pharisees brought in a woman caught in adultery. They made her stand before the group and said to Jesus, “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” They were using this question as a trap, in order to have a basis for accusing him.
We may be familiar with the story…familiar enough to read words on a page without appreciating the emotions felt by the characters. Especially the woman. Here’s how Kyle Idleman portrays the scene:

Then one day it happened. She was in bed with him, again, and suddenly there were eyes staring at her. They were the hard, flinty eyes of the religious leaders of the town. These men were well known.

She had seen them many times around town, giving disapproving stares to anyone they considered beneath them, which was everyone. The problem is that this time they weren’t around town; they were in her bedroom, and their angry and hateful stares were for her. And she was not only beneath them; she was in bed beneath a man who was not her husband. She was caught.

The man was just as guilty, just as caught, but they left him alone. They grabbed her and pulled her out of the room. She screamed in fear. She tried to reach for clothes, for a bedsheet, for anything to cover her nakedness.

Suddenly, she was being marched across town for all to see, a parade of shame, her confusion and humiliation increasing with every step.

She realized they were taking her to the temple. A torrent of thoughts must have inundated her mind. Why are they taking me to the temple? Are they going to bring me inside? Will they kill me? In the temple?
But then they stopped just outside it, in the temple courts. Humiliated and embarrassed, she kept her eyes down. She heard one of the men speak. We have his words recorded in the book of John: “Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. In the Law Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?”

She realized their intention was to kill her.

Can you imagine what must have been going through her mind? The shock of being discovered, the shame of being paraded through town barely clothed (if clothed at all), the fear for her very life?

Clearly her accusers had no interest in a righteous application of the law. If the woman was “caught in adultery,” as verse three asserts, where was the man? The law required that both the man and the woman were to be judged, but he was nowhere to be found. This smells like a setup.

The Jewish leaders use shame as a weapon. They hope to trick Jesus into saying or doing something that will shame Him. They don’t care about the women; they just want to make Jesus look bad. So she is doubly degraded. Not only is she publicly exposed as an adulteress; she is being used to get at Jesus.

Used and abused, worthless and hopeless—this woman had to have felt these emotions, as do countless others all around us.

The Removal of Shame 

Her story takes an unexpected twist, though, in the removal of shame. John writes in verses 6-9,

But Jesus bent down and started to write on the ground with his finger. When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, “If any one of you is without sin, let him be the first to throw a stone at her.” Again he stooped down and wrote on the ground. At this, those who heard began to go away one at a time, the older ones first, until only Jesus was left, with the woman still standing there.
No one knows what Jesus wrote in the dirt. Some speculate that the words Jesus wrote in the dirt were a list of sins they had committed. Maybe. (I once heard a preacher say that Jesus wrote the names of the accusers’ girlfriends!) Perhaps when they knew that Jesus knew, they dropped their stones. We don’t know.
 But the Greek term John uses, which the English renders as “wrote,” is katagrapho. The last half of that word, grapho, is the verb “to write.” The Greek prefix kata can mean “against.” In other words, I’m suggesting that John intended to show that Jesus wrote something in the sand that would have been incriminating to the religious leaders.
 It worked. One by one the accusers dropped their stones and slunk away from the scene.
Jesus, after dismissing the accusers, looked directly into the eyes of a woman full of shame, openly exposed and condemned by her accusers. And if that were not enough, there she stood before the righteous Judge of the universe, guilty of adultery, having broken God’s holy law. As she met the gaze of the spotless Savior, we need to realize there has not been in the history of time a more remarkable and striking contrast of character: a woman…a man; a sinner…the sinless Son of God; the shameful adulteress… the Holy One of heaven. Imagine it! Two more different people never stood so close. It is that which makes the final exchange between them in verses 10-11 so profound. It is here that grace eclipses shame.

Jesus straightened up and asked her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 

“No one, sir,” she said. “Then neither do I condemn you,” Jesus declared. “Go now and leave your life of sin.”
The only person on earth qualified to condemn the woman refuses to do so. Instead, He freed her. Here we see the removal of shame. Could it be that for the first time in her life she stopped condemning herself too? That’s what Jesus does for us in the humiliating blast of shame—He delivers us from self-condemnation as He sets us free. Free at last!

But how did Jesus do that? He did it on the cross. A popular Christian song includes the line: “You took all my sin and shame when you died and rose again.” In our theologies of the atonement, we have developed our thought much more in relation to how Jesus Christ bore our sin than how he took our shame.

The sinless Son of God took all our sins on Himself when He died on the cross. It was there He also endured the shame of the world. Every wicked deed done by humanity He took on Himself when He suffered and died. His death personified shame.

We see crucifixion as a dreadful death mainly because of its terrible physical pain. Occasionally revivalists still describe the whip and nails and slow suffocation in excruciating detail. But what the early Christians most dreaded about the cross was its shame.
 

But that bottomless despair does not have to be our lot indefinitely. The scars need not be permanent. Christ desires to meet us in those dark corners and lift us to safety by redeeming our dignity and worth. His grace is greater than our shame. Where sin abounds, grace super-abounds! He becomes for us our personal shame-bearer who walks with us through those harsh, agonizing days when we feel most alone and afraid. How can He do that? Remember, He’s been there. He has felt the aches of indignity and humiliation. In fact, there’s no limit to the depth of shame He can see us through, because there’s no limit to the grace He can supply.
 If there is unfathomable depth in the way Jesus Christ bore the guilt of human sin, so there is surely an unfathomable reality in the way that he identified himself with the misery of human shame.
 

Your sin and mine nailed Jesus to that cross. Our sin separated even the Son of God from intimate fellowship with the Father. Our failure and our shame drove spikes into His hands and feet. Your shame and mine cost Jesus His life. 

Yet the Scriptures proclaim, “God made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him” (2 Corinthians 5:21). In other words, He took our place on that cross. 

Let’s face it, there are and there will be moments in our lives when we get “caught in the very act.” It may not be adultery but something else. It’s sin just the same. But because of Jesus we don’t have to live a life of self-condemnation and debilitating shame. The Savior’s words to you in your tough stuff of shame are the same now as they were then: “I do not condemn you either. Go. From now on sin no more.” That means you’re free.

So our hope is not that shame has ended. Our hope is that Jesus bore shame to the cross and shamed it. Shame itself was crucified, disarmed and publicly stripped of its ultimate malignancy. By enduring the cross, Jesus suffered shame’s worst and yet was vindicated by God. The central, pivotal reality of all existence is now that our worth was secured on the cross. No shame, however just or unjust, however petty or spectacular, can “separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:39).

As long as the church proclaims in both word and life the infinite depths of the mercy and suffering displayed and experienced in the Son of God on the cross, it will proclaim the greatest of all healing truths—that it is by the wounds of him who entered in solidarity into the condition of human sin and shame and rose again in victory that we are healed (Isa 53:5).

The Restoring of Significance

Finally we see the restoring of significance. Returning to John 8, we see the exit of the accusers, and only Jesus and the woman are left. I like how Max Lucado paints the scene:

Jesus told the woman to look up. (Certainly her head was bowed in shame the entire time.) “Is there no one to condemn you?” He smiled as she raised her head. She saw no one, only rocks—each one a miniature tombstone to mark the burial place of a man’s arrogance.

“Is there no one to condemn you?” he had asked. There is still one who can, she thinks. And she turns to look at him.

What does he want? What will he do?
Maybe she expected him to scold her. Perhaps she expected him to walk away from her. I’m not sure, but I do know this: What she got, she never expected. She got a promise and a commission.

The promise: “Then neither do I condemn you.”

The commission: “Go and sin no more.”

Notice that Jesus demonstrated grace and mercy to her before He told her to start living right. A true understanding of grace and mercy does not endorse or promote sin; rather, it’s designed to produce gratitude and holiness. We do not obey God in order to earn forgiveness. Rather, grace and mercy are to motivate our obedience. When we truly understand God’s amazing grace, we do not go out and merely sin less—we go out and seek to sin no more.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 5:17, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” Christian liberty is not merely freedom from shame but it is freedom to significance! Instead of dragging our shameful past everywhere we go, we are called to live a new life of significance with head held high. “The old is gone…”—not just the sin and the guilt, but the shame—it’s all gone!
Jesus said in John 8:36, “So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” 

Free from what? Free from oneself. Free from guilt and shame. Free from the destructive impulses I couldn’t stop when I was in bondage to sin. Free from the tyranny of others’ opinions, expectations, and demands. And free to what? Free to obey. Free to love. Free to forgive others as well as myself. Free to allow others to be who they are—different from me!
 Free to live a life of significance as a child of God, an ambassador of Christ, a human being created in the image of God for whom Christ died. 

If you’re hearing this and feeling the weight of your own shameful past or stubborn sinful ways, I invite you to come to the Savior. He’s the only One perfectly qualified to judge you and condemn you, but because of what His death accomplished, He is ready to forgive and to set you free. His invitation to freedom requires your response. It isn’t automatic. Being delivered from shame’s shackles necessitates your coming to the precipice of the cross and acknowledging your need for Jesus. He will be there to cleanse you and make you whole.

Shame says, “You are bad. You are worthless. You are unlovely and unlovable.”

Jesus says, “I took your sin and shame on the cross. I have made you a new creation. You are worthy because I have made you worthy. You are loved by your Creator—regardless of what anybody else may say, think, or feel. You are free!”

Free indeed! 
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