CHRISTMAS EVE                TITUS 2:11-14   DECEMBER 24, 2012

MERRY CHRISTMAS!

“MARLEY WAS DEAD….THERE IS NO DOUBT WHATEVER ABOUT THAT.  THE REGISTER OF HIS BURIAL WAS SIGNED BY THE CLERGYMAN, THE CLERK, THE UNDERTAKER AND THE CHIEF MOURNER.  SCROOGE SIGNED IT…THERE IS NO DOUBT THAT MARLEY WAS DEAD.  THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING WONDERFUL CAN COME OF THE STORY I AM GOING TO RELATE” SO BEGINS CHARLES DICKENS’ “A CHRISTMAS CAROL”.  AND SO MY DEAR FRIENDS TONIGHT I SAY TO YOU THAT NOTHING WONDERFUL CAN COME FROM THIS CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON UNLESS IT IS DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD THAT YOU WERE BORN INTO THIS WORLD DEAD IN SIN AND UNDER THE WRATH OF GOD AND HIS CONDEMNATION THAT LEADS TO THE ETERNITY OF  HELL.  OF YES, THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD.   AND SO, YOU SEE, EBENEZER SCROOGE IS A SYMBOL FOR THE ENTIRE HUMAN RACE.  AND YET, AS THE STORY UNFOLDS WE SEE JOY AND COMFORT THAT EVEN EBENEZER SCROOGE CAN BE SAVED AND CHANGED.   CHARLES DICKENS AND THE APOSTLE PAUL HAVE A LOT MORE IN COMMON THAN YOU MIGHT THINK:   ON CHRISTMAS EVE EBENEZER SCROOGE IS VISITED BY HIS LONG TIME AND SEVEN YEARS DEAD BUSINESS PARTNER, JACOB MARELY.  BUT THERE WOULD BE MORE VISITORS TO COME:  THE THREE SPIRITS OF CHRISTMAS:  PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE.  AND IT WAS SPECTACULAR.  TONIGHT, WELL TONIGHT….YOU WILL HAVE TO SETTLE FOR SOMETHING NOT QUITE SO SPECTACULAR:   ME.  BUT I TOO BRING YOU THE SAME CHRISTMAS MESSAGE OF REDEMPTION AND HOPE OF CHANGE IN YOUR LIFE.  SO THEN, SETTLE IN AND LISTEN TO MY MESSAGE TO YOU THIS HOLY CHRISTMAS EVE:  “PAUL’S VERSION OF THE CHRISTMAS CAROL.”
I.  EVERYONE WOULD AGREE THAT EBENEZER SCROOGE CERTAINLY NEEDED TO BE SAVED AND CHANGED AS DICKENS DESCRIBES HIM.  “OH! BUT HE WAS A TIGHT FISTED HAND AT THE GRINDSTONE, SCROOGE!  A SQUEEZING, WRENCHING, GRASPING, CLUTCHING, COVETOUS OLD SINNER.”   
     A.  INDEED, THE WAY SCROOGE WAS GOING HE WOULD UP WITH THE SAME FATE OF HIS BUSINESS PARTNER JACOB MARLEY WHO DIED A DOOMED AND DAMNED MAN.  OH YES, MARLEY WAS A MISERABLE SIGHT, WEIGHED DOWN BY AN ENORMOUS AND HEAVY CHAIN THAT HAD CASH BOXES, KEYS, PADLOCKS, LEDGERS, DEEDS AND PURSES MADE FROM HEAVY STEEL---A CHAIN THAT HE WOULD CARRY INTO ETERNITY WITHOUT ANY HOPE OF RELIEF.  HE WAS BEING PUNISHED FOR THE SINS HE COMMITED DURING HIS LIFE AS HE TOLD SCROOGE:”I WEAR THE CHAIN I FORGED IN LIFE….I MADE IT LINK BY LINK, YARD BY YARD.  I PUT IT ON BY MY OWN FREE WILL, AND BY MY OWN FREE WILL I WORKED IT.”  MARLEY WAS NOW REAPING WHAT HE HAD SOWN IN LIFE, JUST AS THE BIBLE SAYS AND WHICH ALSO WARNS OF A JUDGMENT DAY TO COME AS PAUL SAYS SIN ROMANS:    “BUT BECAUSE OF YOUR HARD AND IMPENITENT HEART YOU ARE STORING UP WRATH FOR YOURSELF ON THE DAY OF WRATH WHEN GOD'S RIGHTEOUS JUDGMENT WILL BE 
REVEALED” (2: 5, ESV).  AND THE SAME WOULD HAPPEN TO SCROOGE UNLESS….UNLESS HE WAS SAVED AS MARLEY TOLD HIM:  “OR WOULD YOU KNOW…THE WEIGHT AND LENGTH OF THE STRONG CHAIN YOU BEAR YOURSELF?  IT WAS A FULL AND HEAVY AS LONG AS MINE SEVEN CHRISTMAS EVES AGO.  YOU HAVE LABORED ON IT SINCE.  IT IS A PONDEROUS CHAIN!” AND LIKE SCROOGE AND MARLEY, EACH ONE OF US HAS MADE OUR OWN HEAVY CHAIN OF SIN; YES WE TOO HAVE MADE IT “LINK BY LINK, YARD BY YARD” SIN AFTER SIN. AND JUST LIKE SCROOGE AND MARLEY WE HAVE COMMITTED THESE SINS OF OUR “OWN FREE WILL” NO ONE MADE US DO THEM.  BUT SOME PEOPLE, LIKE MARLEY, KNOW THEIR SIN, SEE THEIR SIN; GRIEVE OVER THE SIN; WHILE OTHERS, LIKE SCROOGE, ARE BLIND TO THEIR SIN; INDIFFERENT TO THEIR SIN.  BUT MARK THIS WELL OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME OF THIS CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON:….  ONLY THOSE WHO KNOW THEIR HEAVY CHAIN OF SIN CAN BE SAVED BY CHRISTMAS.  FOR WITHOUT THE CHILD OF CHRISTMAS, THE BABE OF BETHLEHEM, WE WILL ALL SHARE THE SAME FATE OF JACOB MARELY.  IT WAS TOO LATE FOR HIM.  ONCE A PERSON DIES THERE ARE NO SECOND CHANCES AS THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS SAYS:  “AND JUST AS IT IS APPOINTED FOR MAN TO DIE ONCE, AND AFTER THAT COMES JUDGMENT” (9: 27, ESV).  BUT IT WASN’T TOO LATE FOR EBENEZER SCROOGE.  HE WAS STILL ALIVE.  THERE WAS STILL HOPE FOR HIM---AS DICKENS SAYS:  “THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME OF THIS STORY.”  AND SO IT IS WITH US.  AS LONG AS WE ARE ALIVE WE TOO CAN BE SAVED FROM OUR SIN.  THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME FROM THIS CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON.
     B.  AND SO SCROOGE WOULD BE VSITED BY THE THREE SPIRITS OF CHRISTMAS:  PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE.    OF COURSE, SCROOGE WASN’T INTERESTED….BUT THEY CAME ANYWAY.  WHY?   FOR SCROOGE’S WELFARE…TO SAVE HIM FROM JACOB MARLEY’S FATE.   IN THE BIBLE THAT’S CALLED GRACE…. …  AND SO IT IS WITH CHRISTMAS.  WHETHER PEOPLE WANTED JESUS TO COME OR NOT, WHETHER THEY ARE INTERESTED IN HIM OR NOT; WHETHER THEY LIKE CHRISTMAS OR NOT………HE CAME ANYWAY…  THAT’S A FACT OF HISTORY:  AND HE CAME FOR YOUR WELFARE TO SAVE YOU FROM SIN, DEATH, AND GOD’S CONDEMNATION AS PAUL SAYS IN OUR LESSON:  “FOR THE GRACE OF GOD HAS APPEARED BRINGING SALVATION TO ALL PEOPLE” (V. 11 ESV).  AND JUST LIKE EBENEZER SCROOGE WE DO NOT DESERVE THIS GRACE OF GOD IN JESUS CHRIST.  HE COULD HAVE LET US ALL GO TO HELL FOREVER AND HE WOULD NOT HAVE DONE ANYTHING WRONG.  .  INDEED, THAT’S WHAT HIS JUSTICE WOULD DEMAND:  ETERNITY IN HELL FOR ALL OF US.  THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME OF THIS CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON.  THIS LITTLE BABY WOULD GROW UP TO DIE ON A CROSS FOR YOUR HEAVY CHAIN OF SIN.  THAT’S GRACE AS PAUL SAYS:  “OUR GREAT GOD AND SAVIOR, JESUS CHRIST WHO GAVE HIMSELF FOR US” (V. 13, ESV).  WOULD YOU BE WLLLING TO DIE FOR SOMEONE LIKE EBENEZER SCROOGE?  BUT THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT JESUS HAS DONE FOR YOU.  
THIS TOO MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME FROM THIS CHRISTMAS EVE SERMON.  YOU DON’T REALLY THINK THAT WE ARE WORTHY OF THE DEATH OF GOD’S HOLY, SINLESS SON DO YOU?  BUT IN THAT DEATH.YOUR PONDEROUS CHAIN OF SIN WOULD BE LIFTED FROM YOU……TO BE FREE OF ITS WEIGHT….FREE OF ITS GUILT……FREE OF GOD’S CONDEMNATION JUST AS JESUS SAYS IN MATTHEW’S GOSPEL:  “COME UNTO ME ALL YOU WHO LABOR AND ARE HEAVY LADEN, AND I WILL GIVE YOU REST” (11:28 ESV).   IN JESUS CHRIST YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE CREATOR OF THE UNVIERSE HAS BEEN RESTORED AND ONE DAY YOU WILL BE RAISED FROM THE DEAD JUST AS HE WAS ON THAT FIRST EASTER NEVER TO DIE AGAIN.  THIS IS YOUR HOPE AS PAUL SAYS THAT WE ARE “…WAITING FOR OUR BLESSED HOPE, THE APPEARING OF THE GLORY OF OUR GREAT GOD AND SAVIOR, JESUS CHRIST” (V.13, ESV).  YES, HE WILL COME AGAIN….BUT…IT ALL STARTED WITH CHRISTMAS.  NO WONDER WE SAY MERRY CHRISTMAS!  EVEN EBENEZER SCROOGE LEARNED THE JOY OF CHRISTMAS AS HE SHOUTED OUT “OH JACOB MARLEY!  HEAVEN AND CHRISTMAS TIME BE PRAISED FOR THIS!  I SAY IT ON MY KNEES OLD JACBOB, ON MY KNEES!    I HOPE THAT’S WHY YOU CAME HERE TONIGHT….TO THANK AND PRAISE GOD FOR CHRISTMAS; TO SING THE PRAISES OF GOD FOR THE BABE OF BETHLEHEM.  DO NOT ALL THE HYMNS WE SING THIS NIGHT ECHO THE WORDS OF EBENEZER SCROOGE?  “HEAVEN AND CHRISTMAS TIME BE PRAISED!”  
II.  BUT CHRISTMAS NOT ONLY BRINGS A MESSAGE OF COMFORT AND JOY ABOUT THE BIRTH OF A SAVIOR….BUT THAT MESSAGE ALSO CHANGES US INTO DIFFERENT PEOPLE.

     A.  PART OF THE JOY OF “A CHRISTMAS CAROL” IS SEEING THE CHANGE THAT TAKES PLACE IN EBENEZER SCROOGE. .  DID YOU KNOW THAT ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS THAT SCROOGE DID WAS GO TO CHURCH?  IT’S TRUE. DICKENS RECORDS IT.   HOW COULD EBENEZER SCROOGE PRAISE GOD FOR CHRISTMAS AND STILL BE THAT OLD “SQUEEZING, WRENCHING, GRASPING, CLUTCHING, COVETOUS OLD SINNER”?  HE COULDN’T.  THE CHRIST OF CHRISTMAS HAD CHANGED HIM.  MONEY WAS NO LONGER HIS GOD.  AND NOW WITH THE JOY OF CHRISTMAS LIVING IN HIS HEART HOW COULD HE TREAT PEOPLE AS HE ONCE DID?  HE COULDN’T.  HE WAS TRULY A NEW MAN:  KIND, GENEROUS, MERCIFUL AND COMPASSIONATE.  HE GAVE A GENROUS GIFT TO HIS HOUSE MAID WHOM HE HAD PREVIOUSLY UNDERPAID AND TREATED WITH STERN DEMANDS; HE GAVE AN INCREDIBLY GENEROUS CONTRIBUTION TO THE SUPPORT OF THE POOR AND HOMELESS WHOM HE HAD PREVIOUSLY NEGLECTED, HE WENT TO DINNER WITH HIS NEPHEW FRED WHOM HE HAD PREVIOUSLY SHOWN INDIFFERENCE AND CONTEMPT; AND TO HIS CLERK BOB CRATCHIT HE GAVE A GENEROUS RAISE AND ADOPTED THEM AS HIS FAMILY AND ESPECIALLY “TINY TIM”.  AND SO DICKENS WRITES:  “SCROOGE WAS BETTER THAN HIS WORD.  HE DID IT ALL AND INFINITELY 
MORE.”  HIS HEART WAS CHANGED AS JESUS ONCE SAID:  “FOR WHERE YOUR TREASURE IS, 
THERE YOUR HEART WILL ALSO BE” (MATT. 6: 21, NIV).     

     B.  AND WHAT ABOUT THOSE OF US WHO SAY WE BELIEVE IN THE CHILD OF CHRISTMAS, THE BABE OF BETHLEHEM?  DOES OUR FAITH, OUR CHANGED HEART, SHOW ITSELF IN HOW WE LIVE?   PAUL TELLS US THAT THE MESSAGE OF JELSUS CHRIST TRAINS:  “… US TO RENOUNCE UNGODLINESS AND WORLDY PASSIONS AND TO LIVE SELF-CONTROLED, UPRIGHT AND GODLY LIVES” (V. 12, ESV).  WELL, OF COURSE!  WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO SAY I REALLY LIKE FOOTBALL AND NEVER WATCH IT?  WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO SAY I LOVE PIZZA AND NEVER EAT IT?  WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO SAY I LOVE MUSIC BUT NEVER LISTEN TO IT.?  AND SO WHAT WOULD IT MEAN TO SAY I LOVE JESUS BUT NOT LIVE FOR HIM?  NO, IF WE SAY WE LOVE JESUS, OF COURSE WE WANT TO LIVE FOR HIM AS PAUL SAYS THAT JESUS “GAVE HIMSELF FOR US TO REDEEM US FROM ALL LAWLESSNESS AND TO PURITY FOR HIMSELF A PEOPLE FOR HIS OWN POSSESSION WHO ARE ZEALOUS FOR GOOD WORKS” (V. 14, ESV).     CHRISTMAS IS ABOUT LOVE…..GOD’S LOVE IN SENDING US HIS SON.  AND WE HAVE BEEN CHANGED BY THIS LOVE.  WE LOVE HIM BECAUSE HE FIRST LOVED US. THIS MEANS THAT WE CANNOT EXCUSE OR DEFEND ANY SIN IN OUR LIVES.  WE CERTAINLY OUR NOT PERFECT; WE STILL HAVE SIN IN OUR LIVES.  BUT BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST WE HATE IT, WE RESIST IT…..INDEED, WE CONFESS IT TO GOD AND THEN TRUST IN THE FORGIVENESS THAT HE HAS PROVIDE FOR US IN THE CHILD OF CHRISTMAS, THE BABE OF BETHLEHEM.  IN JESUS CHRIST WE BELONG TO GOD…..HE IS OUR HEAVENLY FATHER AND WE WANT TO ACT LIKE HIS CHILDREN. THIS IS WHY WE COME TO CHURCH….TO NOT ONLY HEAR ABOUT GOD’S FORGIVENESS BUT ACTUALLY RECEIVE IT.  AND THIS FORGIVENESS WORKS IN US THOSE THINGS THAT ARE PLEASING IN HIS SIGHT.  BECAUSE WE CAN LOVE GOD ONLY WHEN WE KNOW HOW MUCH HE LOVES US.  AND CHRISTMAS AND THE CROSS OF JESUS CHRIST SHOWS US HOW MUCH THAT THAT LOVE IS.
CONCLUSION:    SO THEN DICKENS’ “A CHRISTMAS CAROL” TELLS US HOW JACOB MARLEY CAME TO EBENEZER SCROOGE TO SAVE HIM FROM HIS FATE OF HELL AND ETERNAL DAMNATION AND TO KNOW THE WAY OF LIFE IN THE TRUE MEANING OF CHRISTMAS:  JESUS CHRIST WHO WAS SENT BY GOD TO SAVE US.  AFTER WE DIE THERE ARE NO SECOND CHANCES.  TONIGHT I HAVE BEEN YOUR JACOB MARLEY TO WARN YOU ABOUT YOUR FATE WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST.  WITHOUT HIM YOUR HEAVY CHAIN OF SINS DOOMS YOU TO ETERNAL DAMNATION.  AS I SAID MORE THAN ONCE:  THIS MUST BE DISTINCTLY UNDERSTOOD OR NOTHING GOOD CAN COME OF THIS SERMON.  BUT I HAVE ALSO BEEN THE THREE SPIRITS OF CHRISTMAS ALL ROLLED UP INTO ONE TO SHOW YOU THE JOYOUS AND COMFORTING DIFFERENCE THAT THE CHRIST OF CHRISTMAS MAKES.  IN JESUS CHRIST YOUR HEAVY CHAIN OF SIN, GUILT AND DEATH WAS LIFTED WITH HIM ON THE CROSS.  YOUR DEBT OF SIN HAS BEEN PAID AND CANCELED … IN HIM YOU ARE FREE………FREE OF GUILT AND GOD’S CONDEMNATION…. FREE FROM DEATH ITSELF IN THE RESURRECTION TO ETERNAL LIFE.  FREE TO LOVE GOD SHOWSW YOU HIS LOVE IN HIS SON, THE CHRIST OF CHRISTMAS, THE BABE OF 

BETHLEHEM…….FREE TO LOVE OTHERS WITH YOUR GOOD WORKS OF COMPASSION AND KINDNESS. 
 AND SO I END THIS SERMON AS CHARLES DICKENS ENDS HIS “A CHRISTMAS CAROL…..  “MAY THAT TRULY BE SAID OF US”.  ……..AND AS TINY TIM SAID:  “GOD BLESS US, EVERY ONE!”…AMEN.  ..(START TO LEAVE THE PULPIT THEN TURN AROUND AND SAY)  OH YES, ONE FINAL THING….  MERRY CHRISTMAS!)
