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“GUILT, GRACE, AND GRATITUDE”

The Heidelberg Catechism – questions 1 and 2


If you wanted to summarize the Christian faith in three simple words, how would you express it?  Occasionally the Bible itself will come up with a short summary of what we believe, a creed of sorts.  The passage we used as our call to worship (from 1 Timothy 3:16) is such a passage.  
Today I’m beginning a series of messages exploring our Book of Confessions, part 1 of the Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (USA).   It contains 11 creeds or confessions.  “Confessions” sound like they may be admissions of wrong-doing, but in this context a confession is a statement of Christian faith. You may be wondering, “as Presbyterian Christians” aren’t we focused on Holy Scripture as the authoritative guide for our faith and life?  If so, why bother with a human attempt to express our faith via a creed rather than thru Holy Scripture, which though written by humans, was inspired by God?

In our understanding, the value of creeds and confessions is that they summarize the teaching of Scripture.  After all, if a person asked, “As a Christian, what do you believe?’  And you said, “Oh I believe in the teaching of Holy Scripture” you haven’t really answered the question.  You’ve only talked the source material document of your faith, not the content of your faith.  


Today I want to explore with you the way the Heidelberg

Catechism begins.  A catechism teaches the faith in a question and answer format.  In 1563 A.D., the sixteenth-century Heidelberg theologian Zacharias Ursinus was the chief composer of this catechism.  The life and mind of the Reformed Churches of Hungary, the Netherlands, and Germany have been shaped by it as well as the churches that grew from the immigrant stock of these lands, both in America and around the world.  It has been translated into more than a dozen languages.

The Heidelberg Catechism was the first Protestant confession to arrive in the New World with the European explorers.  In 1609, less than fifty years after it was written, it was brought to Manhattan Island by the discoverer of the Hudson River.  It was used in Dutch settlements of New Amsterdam and the Hudson Valley.  A hundred years later it came with German settlers to Pennsylvania and moved west with the Dutch and Germans who became prosperous farmers and merchants throughout the Midwest.  

I love the way the beginning of the catechism summarizes the whole Christian message in three simple words.  Let’s read the first two questions and answers responsively now.  
The rest of the entire catechism is structured to deal with what the 3 themes spelled out in the answer to question 2.  You might paraphrase those as sin, salvation, and service or as my former professor Jack Rogers put it – “guilt, grace, and gratitude.”  Let’s explore those three realities.  


Guilt reminds us that we are people infected with the deadly spiritual virus the Bible calls “sin.”  This means we are alienated from God and as those who have broken God’s commands, guilty of active rebellion against our Creator.  In most psychological theories guilt is bad for a person.  For Christians guilt can be healthy and good and assists us in knowing who we are and that as sinners we need a Savior.  If we are healthy on our own we have no room for a redeemer!  

This first step is a place where many people stumble and reject the faith.  They say, “I’m a pretty good person!  I try my best to care for others and to live by the golden rule.”  Scripture reminds us that God has an absolute standard for righteousness - sinlessness, complete, total purity!!  And none of us can scale that height!  Paul writes to the Christians in Rome, “All, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin, as it is written, “There is no one who is righteous, not even one” (Rom. 2:9b-10). 

Grace is the second great Christian truth.  Grace reminds us that God has definitively addressed our sin through the gift of the incarnation, ministry, atoning death, and resurrection of His Unique Son Jesus the Christ!  Grace is the great NT word for God’s undeserved love and mercy poured out on us in Jesus!  It’s nothing we can earn or deserve, but a gift which we must receive by faith.  Grace tells us there is nothing we can do to quality for God’s love and mercy.  It’s already ours in Jesus Christ, as long as we receive it by faith.  Paul writes, “By grace you have been saved by faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God – not the result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph. 2:8-9).  

Grace makes the Christian faith unique among the world’s religions.  While other faiths teach some sort of code of human behavior to achieve enlightenment or nirvana or spiritual maturity or salvation, Christianity says salvation is a gift, not an achievement.  

Following guilt and grace, gratitude is the third great Christian truth.  Gratitude through practical service is our response to all that God has done for us through the grace of Christ!  If we keep gratitude and service as step 3 in our understanding of the gospel, it saves us from arrogance and spiritual pride and the false notion that our Christian service and sacrifice somehow “merit” Christ’s love.  No, it’s simply the necessary outworking of our response to the gospel of grace.

How do guilt, grace, and gratitude come together in the lives of real people?  Moments you heard the story of Zacchaeus from Luke’s Gospel.  He was a chief tax collector and as a result, a social and religious outcast.  The text doesn’t tell us he felt guilty, but his actions show he was repentant.  Jesus reached out to Zacchaeus and invited himself to be Zacchaeus’ houseguest.  That was a sign of Jesus’ acceptance.  In gratitude and repentance Z. promised, “Look, half of my possession, Lord, I will give to the poor; (there’s his gratitude) and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much” (there’s his repentance). (19:8)

John Newton (1725-1807), the author of the famous hymn “Amazing Grace” had a fascinating life-story!  Newton’s tombstone summarizes his story, “John Newton, clerk, once an infidel and Libertine, a servant of slavers in Africa, was, by the rich mercy of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, preserved, restored, pardoned, and appointed to preach the faith he had so long labored to destroy.”  These words were written by Newton himself.  After suffering disappointment in the British Navy he became a hardened slave-trader.  Admitting his sin and guilt, Newton experienced the grace of Christ through a dramatic conversion experience, and as a result quit the slave trade.  As his way of showing his gratitude to God, Newton entered seminary, and was ordained as a priest in the Church of England.  He later worked alongside fellow Christian William Wilberforce to abolish the slave trade throughout the British Empire.


A more recent example of someone who experienced these trio of realities is Charles Colson.  He served as chief counsel to President Richard Nixon from 1969 to 1973.  Known as President Nixon’s “hatchet man,” Colson once bragged, “I’d walk over my own grandmother to re-elect Richard Nixon.”  Colson organized the burglary of Daniel Ellsberg’s psychiatrist’s office in September 1971.  He hoped that revelations about Ellsberg could be used to discredit the anti-war left.  In 1974 Colson pleaded no contest to obstruction of justice in the Ellsberg case and was given a one-to-three year sentence.  He served seven months in Maxwell Correctional Facility in Alabama.  Several months before his plea and sentencing, Colson became a Christian.  Editorial cartoons in several US newspapers, as well as Newsweek and Time ridiculed the conversion, claiming it was a ploy to reduce his sentence.  It wasn’t.  

After Colson’s release from prison, having acknowledged his sin and guilt, and having experienced God’s grace in Christ, as his grateful response to God, he founded “Prison Fellowship.”  Colson has worked tirelessly since then to promote prisoner rehabilitation and to reform the US prison system.   He has contempt for the “lock ‘em and leave ‘em” warehousing approaching to criminal justice. 


So three simple words - guilt, grace, and gratitude are a good summary of the Christian faith!  How does your faith journey correspond to that template?  If you’ve experienced guilt and grace, how are you expressing your thanks to the Risen Christ today?  Thanksgiving and gratitude then become a central lifestyle quality of a follower of Jesus!

Let us pray:  Gracious God, work within us by Your Spirit that owning up to our sin and guilt, we may receive Your grace in Christ, and respond with grateful service!  Through Christ the Lord.  Amen.
