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Christmas Eve ~ December 24, 2008

Christmas Is About Receiving and Giving


Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!

It’s Christmas Eve.  But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?  You’re here, so you already know that.  But do you know what is Christmas all about?  

Some would say that Christmas is about receiving presents.  If I only receive the latest toy or the right tool or finest jewelry my life will be complete, then I will be happy.  Others will say Christmas is about giving.  They’ll tell you that the only way to show how much you love someone is to buy the perfect gift.  

News reports make it seem that it is your patriotic and moral duty to buy gifts and lots of them.  Our economy is depending upon you.  Businesses count on “the holiday season” to be profitable.  That’s why the day after Thanksgiving is called “Black Friday,” because that’s when retail stores plan to get “in the black.”

Charities appeal to the spirit of giving at Christmas.  Most of them depend upon year-end donations to meet their annual budget.  Some are not afraid of tugging at your heartstrings or prompting guilt to encourage you to give.  

Other, more pious voices will tell you that Christmas is not about gifts at all.  They will denounce the consumerism and commercialism of our modern observance and urge you to focus on “the reason for the season.”  But sadly, they’re not always speaking about Christ, but spending time with your family.

Still, despite all of this confusion, it seems that most people exchange gifts at Christmastime, even people who have no particular religious affiliation, people of other religions, and some who don’t believe in God at all.  It’s a nice custom, but notice that we generally think of exchanging gifts, rather than simply giving gifts.  In this system, I buy you a gift and would be hurt if you did not buy me one in return.  If you bought me a gift, I would feel obligated to give something to you.

 Most of the time we are motivated to give gifts to people we like.  I want to give a special gift to my co-worker because he’s been such a great guy over this past year.  I give gifts to my wife to show her how much I love her and appreciate her.  Such gifts become rewards for good behavior—behavior that is pleasing to the giver.   You know, depending upon whether “you’ve been naughty or nice.”

So… who is right?  Is Christmas about giving or receiving, exchanging or rewarding, or is it about something entirely different?  The answer to that can only come from God’s Word.  

Notice the gift language in tonight’s readings.  In the Old Testament reading, “For to us a child is born, to us a Son is given” (Isaiah 9:6).  In the Holy Gospel, “For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.  That’s the language of God’s gift to you—the Baby born in Bethlehem.  

In the Epistle, Titus 2:11-14, which is our text for this evening, we are told just how wonderful a gift this is: “The grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people…Our great God and Savior Jesus Christ… gave Himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for Himself a people for His own possession who are zealous for good works.” 

“Our great God and Savior Jesus Christ… gave Himself for us.”  That speaks not merely of Jesus’ incarnation but also of His crucifixion.  You see, this Gift was not wrapped in pretty paper and ribbons of blue and placed under the Christmas tree, but wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a manger.  This Gift would not be hung by the chimney with care, but nailed to Calvary’s tree.  This Gift would be wrapped in graves clothes, and then laid in the tomb.  

Christmas is about gifts.  And it’s okay to think of Christmas that way, as long as we remember one important thing: We exchange gifts with one another, because God first gave us the greatest gift: the gift of His Son.  Christmas is about giving and receiving.  

While our celebration of Christmas may include getting together with loved ones and gift giving, Christmas is really about receiving—celebrating God’s Gift of His Son, our Savior Jesus Christ and believing in Him.  Think about the hymn we just sang: “Joy to the world, the Lord is come.  Let earth receive her King!”  Christmas is about God’s giving and our receiving.  

When it comes to giving, God is different from the sinful world.  He is different from you and me.  God wraps His gifts in the common and ordinary, even the despised and weak things.  He gives gifts to His enemies.  He gives gifts to those who do not deserve them.  He gives gifts to those who cannot pay Him back.  He gives gifts to those who do not believe in Him.  God gives gifts to sinners.

Life itself is a gift.  God created us out of nothing; apart from His creation, we wouldn’t exist.  Our body and soul is a gift.  Our eyes, ears, and all our members are a gift.  Our reason and senses are a gift.  The ability to work and earn a living and put daily bread on the table is a gift.  Our food, our drink, our house, our home—all are gifts.  All that we need to support this body and life is a gift.  Every member of our family is a gift.  All that we are and all that we have is a gift of God.  He gives them to everyone, out of His fatherly, divine goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness in us.  

All of these gifts are a direct result of God’s greatest gift, His Son!  He gave His Son to everyone—to the wise and foolish, to the rich and poor, and to the young and old.  God gave His Son to every sinner.  If you’re not a sinner, then Jesus is not for you.  But if you are a sinner, then Jesus is for you.  

“You see, at the just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly… While we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:6,8). “To all who received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God—children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God” (John 1:12-13).

The angels proclaimed the Good News of this Gift in our Gospel: “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord… Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among those with whom He is pleased” (Luke 2:10-14).  

On Christmas Day, God fulfilled His promise first made to Adam and Eve in the Garden to reestablish peace.  We sing: “Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled.”  To this end, God sent His Son, the Seed of the woman, who would crush Satan’s head, even as He would die for the sins of the world.  

The familiar words, “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only Son” (John 3:16) refer not only to Jesus’ birth, but also and especially to Jesus’ death.  God the Father must really love you for Him to sacrifice His Son on your behalf.  And the Son of God must really love you to be willing to offer His own flesh and blood in death for all your transgressions, in order to redeem you and set you free and to restore your life with God.

Well, God does love you.  He loves you, right where you sit out there, with all your sins and all of your failings and all of your shortcomings and all of the brokenness and all of the ugliness of your life; and that’s why He gave His Son to be born of the Virgin Mary and to suffer under Pontius Pilate.  

The Bible says it best: “God shows His love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8).  “This is love, not that we have loved God but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins” (1 John 4:10).

It’s because of this that—at this time of year especially, but also at all times—Christians give gifts, because God gave us His Son, a gift we didn’t deserve, a gift we didn’t earn, but a gift He freely gave.  And that Gift, that grace, that Good News provides the motive for Christian living.

St. Paul says in tonight’s text: “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people.”  The grace of God, His rich undeserved love, was seen on this earth in the person of Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of God.  

Look at Jesus as He was born, lived, died, and was raised, and you see the grace of God active for your salvation.  But this grace of God is also active in your sanctification.  Through the Gospel, the Holy Spirit directs and empowers you to lead a godly life.  The grace of God in Christ trains you “to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions.” 

“But,” you might ask, “isn’t that something that I must do to prove that I am really a Christian.  Doesn’t the Law of God train us to say no to ungodliness?  Doesn’t the Fifth Commandment tell us to say no when we are tempted to strike our neighbor?  And to say no to drugs and whatever destroys life?  Doesn’t the Sixth Commandment tell us to say no to fornication and adultery?  Doesn’t the Seventh Commandment tell us to say no to all forms of theft and dishonesty?

Certainly the Law commands us to renounce ungodliness and threatens deadly consequences if we don’t.  Yes, the Law tells us live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives.  That’s all it can do, however.  The Law cannot bring about obedience, except grudging outward compliance for selfish reasons.  But the grace of God in Christ, the Gospel, can and does!  Our sanctification is a gift of God in Christ as well.  Through the means of grace, the Holy Spirit sanctifies you in the true faith, that is, by faith He works a renewal of your whole life—so that you now strive to overcome sin and do good works.

Paul says in tonight’s Epistle that the grace of God that brings salvation to all people trains us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age.  God’s grace provides the reason, the strength, and the will to do what pleases God.  God’s grace changes us!  


We certainly do not live in an age that’s characterized by self-denial.  Most people don’t want to deny themselves anything.  That’s not only true of “most people.”  It’s also true of our own sinful nature, the flesh, the corruption that lies within.  The sinful heart, you see, is self-centered and self-absorbed.  But it’s not really unique to our age.  The sinful nature has been self-absorbed since we weren’t satisfied with what God gave us in the Garden of Eden.  

In spite of the self-centered nature of sin, in spite of all its ugliness, in spite of the fact that it adheres to our flesh and to our bones, everyone recognizes that selflessness is better than self-centeredness, and that sacrificing yourself for the benefit of somebody else (making the ultimate sacrifice and paying the ultimate price for someone else) is better than loving yourself in place of your neighbor.  Everyone recognizes that as good.  That’s why we see it as a constant, recurring theme in the best of our literature and movies.

But where does this come from, this belief that selfless, sacrificial love is good?  It comes from the fact that we’re made in the image of the God of love, who didn’t stop loving us when we fell into sin, but gave His only-begotten Son to die for our salvation.  Everyone knows, down deep inside their soul (because we’re made in the image of the God of love), that sacrificial love is better than any other form of love, yet we’re marred and mired in our own sin from which we can’t free ourselves by our own strength.  We are by nature sinful and unclean, and have sinned against God in thought, word, and deed.  We are poor, miserable sinners, who justly deserve God’s temporal and eternal punishment.  

It’s only when we realize this, only when we confess this, only when we come to receive God’s love for us in Christ, that we’re taught and given the strength to love as God loves.  Apart from His love, received in our hearts as broken and contrite sinners, there can be no true love for others.  Not like His, which gives of itself even to the point of death.

Look at the profound impact God’s grace had on Mary and Joseph in the Christmas narrative.  When the angel Gabriel forgave Mary her sin and announced to her, “You have found favor with God… You will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall call His name Jesus” (Luke 1:30-31), what did Mary do?  Receiving that word of grace, that gift of God’s undeserved love, she denied herself and submitted to the loving purposes of God.  “Behold, I am the servant of the Lord, let it be to me according to your word” (Luke 1:38).

When Joseph was bewildered and confused about what to do with his pregnant wife, knowing full well that the Child conceived in her womb was not his own, the Lord forgave Joseph’s sins and said, “Do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 1:20).

There was nothing but tough times ahead for Joseph.  He would have to bear the stigma of that pregnancy.  He would be called to stand by Mary’s side when no one else would.  He would be forced to carry Mary and the Child into Egypt to escape a murderous king.  But he was able to face it all and to deny himself worldly pleasures because God had denied Himself, set aside His glory, and become incarnate in order to give Himself for the salvation of humankind.

It was the grace of God that Mary and Joseph had received that enabled them to journey to Bethlehem, where they found no room in the inn.  It was the grace of God that compelled them, even though their path was filled with the cross of suffering.  They were willing to deny themselves because they received salvation from Him who loved them to the point of shedding His blood.

It is the same for us.  The Lord comes to us—right where we are—with the message of His love and forgiveness.  He comes to us with His grace.  He comes to us where we sit in the pew, with all our sins and worldly passions, that we might be turned to Him in repentance, and that we might receive Him who was willing to pour Himself out unto death for our salvation.  

The Gospel of the grace of God in Christ is what captured the shepherds’ hearts as well.  These ordinary, grubby, foul shepherds heard a word that gave them the greatest gift of all: the forgiveness of sins.  When they saw the glory of the Lord, they were terrified.  But the angel said to them: “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  For unto you is born this day in the city of David, a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”.  

And when they received that gift, they were carried along in the strength of that word to Bethlehem to find the Babe just as the angel had said—in the manger, wrapped in swaddling clothes.  And they worshiped because of the wonderful things that God had done for them.  And not for them only, but for all sinners the world over.  The message of God’s love was on their lips as they journeyed to Bethlehem, as they greeted Mary and Joseph, and for everyone whom they would meet on their return to their flocks.

So do one more thing this Christmastide in celebration of the Lord’s unconditional gift to you in the birth of His Son.  Give the best Gift you can give.  Share the Good News of great joy that is for all people.  Don’t be afraid to confess your faith, especially to those who do not know the Lord’s salvation.  Christ is God’s gift to everyone.  Christ the Savior is the Lord Himself.  

Christmas is about receiving and giving.  God gives you the gift of His Son, who is Christ the Lord; and you receive Him gladly, knowing that for His sake, you are forgiven of all of your sins.  In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.   

PAGE  

