FREE AT LAST!  Freedom from Guilt
Romans 8:1

+++

Introduction

Have you ever had an accusing heart?  I mean, have you ever said anything, done anything or not done something and your heart accused you of it?

A student of the mathematician Pythagoras once bought a pair of shoes from a cobbler.  He promised to pay him on a future day.  That day came, and he took the money.  But he found that in the meantime the cobbler had died.  Secretly, he rejoiced that he could retain the money and get a pair of shoes for nothing.  But his heart would not let him rest.  He went back to the cobbler’s shop, cast the money to those in charge and then said:


“Here is the money I owe for shoes purchased.  Though the cobbler is


Dead to the world, yet he is alive to me.”

I  Have you ever had an accusing heart?  
It’s the fall of 1974 and Wendy Wright is experiencing an accusing heart.  She sits curled up in an overstuffed armchair in the guest room of a comfortable, vintage-1920’s retreat house in the isolated foothills of southern California.  She is looking out on the olive green and burnt sienna landscape through one of those tall windows you could find in such homes long, long ago.  A bright golden sun is creeping slowly over purple hills.  It has been a long journey to this place.  Divorce.  Relocation.  Returning to school.  Depression.  Bouts of meaninglessness.  A painful self-examination has left her with an empty cup – an empty life.  She sits listening to a tape.  The voice on the tape is a Franciscan priest who is commenting on the first letter of John, chapter 3, verse 20.  The priest’s voice shakes her from her lethargy when he says:


“God is greater than your own accusing heart,” he quotes.

Then he pauses and elaborates on this phrase, returning to it again.  He says:


“God is greater than your own accusing heart.”

She wrote about that moment in time and consciousness that “In the gutted center of my consciousness the phrase takes root.  I see – no I experience – the truth that my pain, my confusion, my sense of failure is surrounded and embraced by a compassionate presence greater than myself.  It is my heart, not God’s that continues to offer accusation, that mercilessly judges.  God steps forth as loving arms, as the patient, longing heart of a mother aching to gather her children in and hold them, to speak wordlessly with the tender pressure of hand … of their beauty, dignity, and belovedness.  I begin to know the compassion of God…It follows us and finds us wherever we are.”
Can you relate to Wendy? I think we can.  But then comes that moment of hearing God say to us “I am greater than any accusing heart.”

I suspect Paul the Apostle had an accusing heart.  In writing to the Romans he speaks a lot about a heart that is accusing.  In chapters 1-7 you will find many, many references to an accusing heart. 
 But then comes this realization proclaimed in adulation in 8:1:

“There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus…” (NKJV)

Paul’s accusing heart has had an epiphany.  Like Wendy in our story above, Paul has heard that God is greater than our accusing heart. That in this Christ Jesus is freedom from guilt, freedom from an accusing heart.  At the cross Paul finds freedom.  And with that epiphany Paul becomes like John Bunyan’s character Christian in his great classic Pilgrim’s Progress:
“Along his way, Christian sees a highway fenced by a wall called Salvation. He runs towards it with some trouble due to the burden on his back, and finally comes to a cross and sepulcher. Upon his arrival there, his burden miraculously falls off his back. Upon this, Christian cries with relief and joy that "He hath given me... life by his death". Three "Shining Ones" approach and give him new clothes and a roll with a seal which is his pass to enter the Celestial City. The Three inform him that his sins are forgiven and urge him to continue his journey”
The burden falls off at the cross of Christ and in view of his new life.  There is the place where you and I can find our burden will fall off our backs as well.

But how do we live in such a life, especially with threats that continue to give us accusing hearts?   There is a phrase in our text today that the RSV does not contain.  It is found in some MSS, but not all.  It is instructive although not a part of the earliest MSS that we have.  It is contained in the KJV and NKJV.  It is this phrase “…who do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit.”  That phrase tells us that there are two realms of life that we can live in:  flesh or Spirit.    The flesh is that lower side of mankind’s nature.  It is out of that side of our nature that idolatry, hatred, strife, envy, murder and selfish sexual sins come from.  This lower side of our nature is what brings on the accusing heart. Do you recall the old Indian story about the Grandfather describing this dichotomy life as two wolves within him, good and evil.  “Which wolf wins?” asks the grandson.  “The one I feed,” replies the Grandfather.  Which wolf are you feeding? Take heart – there is another realm of living.  Paul refers to it as the realm of the Spirit.  Spirit here is also translated as breath or wind.  Such a word always has the idea of power about it.  To go from the lower to the higher we only need to allow the wind to blow in our lives.  Helmut Thielicke once said, 

“Wherever the Son of God goes, the winds of God are blowing.”

Paul would encourage us to open the sails of our lives, to live out of the Spirit’s blowing to let it raise us up to a higher place, a place of freedom, freedom from guilt.

Conclusion

Tom Anderson knew about guilt.  As a young man he was involved in a foolish college fraternity hazing incident that resulted in the death of a fellow student.  The horror of that episode stayed with Tom for many years.  He couldn’t shake it.  That is until one day something happened that changed his life.  Listen as he writes:

“I used to think, ‘Nothing can undo what I have done.’  The thought of my guilt would stop me in the middle of a smile or a handshake.  It put a wall between my wife and me.  Then I had an unexpected visit from the person I most dreaded to see – the mother of the college classmate who died.  ‘Years ago,’ she said to me, ‘I found it in my heart, through prayer, to forgive you.  So did your friends and employers.’  She paused, and then said sternly, ‘You are the only person who hasn’t forgiven Tom Anderson.  Who do you think you are to stand out against the people of the town and the Lord Almighty?’
We would do well to ponder that question ourselves.  God is greater than our accusing heart.  Who do you think you are to stand against the Lord Almighty?
