CHRISTMAS DAY                                                   TITUS 3:4-7                                   DECEMBER 25, 2005

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

   WELL, I SUPPOSE MOST OF YOU HAVE ALREADY OPENED YOUR CHRISTMAS PRESENTS.  EITHER LAST NIGHT OR THIS MORNING.  AND PERHAPS FOR SOME THERE ARE STILL SOME GIFTS THAT ARE YET TO BE OPENED.  CHRISTMAS HAS MANY CUSTOMS ASSOCIATED WITH IT, BUT I SUPPOSE ONE OF THE BEST KNOWN, MOST WIDELY PRACTICED AND MOST ENJOYED IS THE SHARING OF GIFTS.  THIS PRACTICE COULD BE LOOSELY ASSOCIATED WITH THE GIFTS THAT THE WISE MEN BROUGHT THE CHRIST CHILD BUT THERE DOESN’T SEEM TO BE ANY DIRECT HISTORICAL CONNECTION.  ON THE OTHER HAND, A BISHOP IN THE 4TH CENTURY BY THE NAME OF NICHOLAS WHO LIVED IN ASIA MINOR, MODERN DAY TURKEY, DOES SEEM TO HAVE SOME HISTORICAL CONNECTIONS TO THE GIVING OF GIFTS.  THIS BISHOP WAS SO DEVOUT AND CHRIST-LIKE THAT HE BECAME FAMOUS FOR HIS GENEROSITY AND COMPASSION.  ONE OF THE MOST REPEATED STORIES WAS ABOUT HIS PUTTING ON A DISGUISE AND GOING OUT TO GIVE GIFTS TO POOR CHILDREN.  FROM THAT POINT THERE IS A LONG AND COMPLEX HISTORY OF HOW WE ENDED UP WITH SANTA CLAUS BRINGING GIFTS AND THE EXCHANGE OF GIFTS.  BUT THE POINT IS THIS:  IT’S A GOOD CUSTOM.  FOR IN THE EXCHANGE OF GIFTS WE ARE THINKING ABOUT OTHER PEOPLE AND THEY CAN BE EXPRESSIONS OF LOVE AND AFFECTION.  AND OF COURSE, THE GIVING OF A GIFT IS WHAT CHRISTMAS IS ALL ABOUT: FOR At CHRISTMAS GOD HIMSELF GAVE  “THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST.”

I.  SOME GIFTS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN OTHER GIFTS.  SOME GIFTS YOU MIGHT NOT EVEN NEED AND AS A RESULT YOU HARDLY EVER USE THEM.  ON THE OTHER HAND SOME GIFTS ARE VERY PRACTICAL, AND YOU USE THEM ALL THE TIME.  OF COURSE, JESUS CHRIST IS THE BEST GIFT WE CAN EVER RECEIVE.

     A.  HE IS THE BEST GIFT BECAUSE HE GIVES US THE GIFT WE NEED MORE THAN ANYTHING ELSE IN ALL THE WORLD:  THE GIFT OF JUSTIFICATION, AS PAUL SAYS:  “HAVING BEEN JUSTIFIED.”  OUTSIDE OF CHURCH WE DON’T USE THE WORD “JUSTIFICATION” VERY OFTEN.  BUT WE DO USE THE WORD “JUSTIFY” MORE FREQUENTLY.  A PARENT MIGHT ASK HIS CHILD OR A BOSS HIS WORKER:  “CAN YOU JUSTIFY WHAT YOU DID?”  IN OTHER WORDS, “CAN YOU PROVE THAT WHAT YOU DID WAS THE RIGHT THING TO DO?”  THE GIFT OF JUSTIFICATION FROM GOD IS THE GIFT OF BEING ACCEPTABLE TO HIM, AT PEACE WITH HIM.  TO BE JUSTIFIED MEANS TO HAVE GOD ON OUR SIDE JUST AS THE NAME “EMMANUEL” IMPLIES:  “GOD WITH US.”    JUSTIFICATION IS A BIG FANCY WORD FOR “FORGIVENESS”.   JESUS GIVES US THE GIFT OF GOD’S FORGIVENESS.  NOW THAT’S A PRACTICAL GIFT!  JUST WHAT WE NEEDED!   FOR WE CERTAINLY HAVE ENOUGH SIN!  AND GOD TAKES SIN VERY SERIOUSLY.  FOR HE DOESN’T HAVE ANY SIN AND HE DOESN’T LIKE SIN.  IT’S REALLY ALL ABOUT JUSTICE.  OF COURSE, WE VALUE JUSTICE.  THAT’S WHY WE HAVE LAWS AND COURTS.   ALL OF OUR LAWS AND LAWYERS AND COURTS SHOW THAT WE HUMAN BEINGS ARE VERY MUCH CONCERNED WITH JUSTICE.  AND SO IS GOD.  INDEED, HE VALUES JUSTICE FAR MORE THAN WE DO.   AND THAT’S WHY BY HIS LAW AND IN HIS COURT WE ARE NOT JUST.  BY HIS 

STANDARDS WE ARE ALL GUILTY AND DESERVE NOTHING BUT DEATH AND DAMNATION.  FOR GOD’S LAW DOESN’T LET US GET AWAY WITH ANYTHING.  BUT JESUS WAS GIVEN AS GIFT TO GET US OFF DEATH ROW.  HE HAS BECOME OUR DEFENSE ATTORNEY BY DYING FOR OUR SINS AND SATISFYING THE JUSTICE OF GOD.  BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST GOD CAN DECLARE US “NOT GUILTY”---“JUSTIFIED”.  THIS MEANS THAT INSTEAD OF DAMNING US TO HELL, GOD ACTUALLY MAKES US HIS CHILDREN AND GIVES US HIS HOLY SPIRIT TO TRUST IN HIM AS OUR LOVING FATHER AND TO LIVE FOR HIM.  INSTEAD OF BEING ON DEATH ROW, WE NOW HAVE ETERNAL LIFE.  THIS IS WHY PAUL SAYS THAT GOD “SAVED US”.  FOR ON THE THIRD DAY HE WAS RAISED FROM THE DEAD TO GIVE LIFE TO ALL WHO TRUST IN HIM.  WHAT A GREAT GIFT GOD HAS GIVEN US IN JESUS CHRIST!  THIS GIFT IS GOOD NOT ONLY FOR THIS LIFE, BUT THE LIFE TO COME!  

      B.  AND OF COURSE, A GIFT IS A GIFT.  WE DON’T PAY FOR A GIFT OR IT’S NO LONGER A GIFT.  HOW SILLY IT WOULD BE TO OFFER TO PAY FOR A GIFT.  HOW WOULD THE GIVER OF THE GIFT FEEL IF WE WANTED TO PAY FOR IT?  AND BESIDES, SOME GIFTS MAY BE TOO EXPENSIVE TO REPAY.  AFTER EBENEZER SCROOGE BECAME A CHANGED MAN, HE GAVE ALL KINDS OF EXPENSIVE GIFTS TO BOB CRATCHIT AND HIS FAMILY, INCLUDING PAYING FOR ALL OF TIN Y TIM’S MEDICAL BILLS.  BOB CRATCHIT COULD NEVER REPAY WHAT SCROOGE GAVE HIM.   AND SO IT IS WITH GOD. IF WE WANT TO PAY FOR THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST THEN JESUS CHRIST IS NO LONGER A GIFT TO US.  AND BESIDES WHAT JESUS GIVES US IS BEYOND OUR ABILITY TO PAY.  NOTHING WE DO OR GIVE CAN PAY FOR JESUS DEATH ON THE CROSS.  WHAT COULD WE EVER DO TO MAKE UP FOR WHAT JESUS FELT ON THE CROSS WHEN HE CRIED OUT “MY GOD, MY GOD, WHY HAVE YOU FORSAKEN ME?”  THAT’S WHY PAUL SAYS “BUT WHEN THE KINDNESS AND LOVE OF OUR SAVIOR APPEARED HE SAVED US NOT BECAUSE OF RIGHTEOUS THINGS WE HAD DONE, BUT BECAUSE OF HIS MERCY…..HAVING BEEN JUSTIFIED BY HIS GRACE.”  WE DON’T DO ANYTHING TO GET THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST….GOD SIMPLY GIVES US TO US OUT OF LOVE, KINDNESS, MERCY.

II. BUT YOU MIGHT POINT OUT THE OBVIOUS.  THIS GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST WAS GIVEN TWO THOUSAND YEARS AGO.   BUT HOW DO WE GET THIS GIFT TO DAY?  GOOD QUESTION AND PAUL HAS AN ANSWER FOR US.

     A.   MOST GIFTS THAT WE RECEIVE COME IN BEAUTIFUL BOXES AND COLORFUL PAPER AND BOWS.  TO RECEIVE THE GIFT THE BOWS AND WRAPPINGS AND THE BOX HAVE TO BE OPENED.   ONLY THEN DO WE FINALLY SEE THE GIFT SO WE CAN ENJOY IT AND USE IT.  THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST ALSO COMES IN A BEAUTIFUL GIFT BOX:  OUR BAPTISM.  IF SOMEONE BOUGHT YOU A CHRISTMAS GIFT OVERSEAS, SAY IN GERMANY, THE ONLY WAY FOR YOU TO ENJOY THIS GIFT WOULD BE FOR THEM TO AIRMAIL IT TO YOU HERE IN THE UNITED STATES.  AND SO IT IS WITH THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST.  THE GIFT WAS GIVEN 2,000 YEARS AGO IN THE CITY OF JERUSALEM.  OBVIOUSLY WE CANNOT GO BACK TWO THOUSAND YEARS TO GET OUR GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST.  

IT’S NOT POSSIBLE.  AH, BUT HIS GIFT CAN BE BROUGHT TO US, NOT BY AIRMAIL, BUT BY PASTORS.  THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE ARE BAPTIZED.  WHEN THE PASTOR BAPTIZES US WE RECEIVE 

THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST AND ALL HIS BLESSINGS.  THAT’S WHAT PAUL SAYS:  “HE SAVED US THROUGH THE WASHING OF REBIRTH AND RENEWAL BY THE HOLY SPIRIT.”  PAUL SAYS THAT GOD SAVED US BY MEANS OF OUR BAPTISM JUST AS PETER SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER:  “BAPTISM NOW SAVES YOU.”  I THOUGHT JESUS SAVED US.  HOW CAN BAPTISM SAVE US?  JESUS DOES SAVE US.  THAT’S HIS GIFT.  BUT HIS GIFT COMES TO US IN A BOX:  BAPTISM.  TO RECEIVE THE BOX IS TO RECEIVE THE GIFT INSIDE.  TO BE BAPTIZED IS TO RECEIVE JESUS CHRIST AND ALL HE HAS TO OFFER.

     B.   BUT LIKE WITH ALL PRESENTS THE BOX MUST BE OPENED.  HOW DO WE OPEN THE BOX OF OUR BAPTISM AND RECEIVE THE GIFT OF JESUS, THE GIFT OF JUSTIFICATION, THE GIFT OF THE HOLY SPIRIT, THE GIFT OF ETERNAL LIFE?  THERE IS ONLY ONE WAY TO OPEN THE BOX OF BAPTISM.  IT MUST BE OPENED WITH THE HANDS OF FAITH.  FOR IN BAPTISM WE ARE GIVEN GOD’S PROMISE THAT HE LOVES US AND FORGIVES US.   THE ONLY THING WE CAN DO IS BELIEVE HIM OR NOT BELIEVE HIM.  IF WE BELIEVE HIM WE HAVE WHAT HE PROMISES.   EVERY TIME WE BELIEVE THE PROMISES OF OUR BAPTISM WE OPEN IT TO FIND THE GIFT OF JESUS WITH ALL HIS BLESSINGS.  OUR BAPTISM THEN IS A SOURCE OF COMFORT BECAUSE WE HAVE PEACE WITH GOD AND THE HOPE OF ETERNAL LIFE.  AND OUR BAPTISM IS A SOURCE OF POWER FOR CHRISTIAN LIVING BECAUSE WE HAVE THE HOLY SPIRIT.    THIS IS WHY OUR BAPTISM IS SUCH A PRACTICAL GIFT-- BECAUSE IT CAN BE USED EVERY DAY.  NOT REMEMBERING OUR BAPTISM WOULD BE LIKE PUTTING A CHRISTMAS PRESENT AWAY IN THE CLOSET AND NEVER LOOKING AT IT AGAIN!  OUR BAPTISM WASN’T MEANT TO BE PUT IN THE CLOSET, BUT TO BE OPENED EACH AND EVERY DAY TO FIND COMFORT AND POWER—THE BLESSINGS AND GIFTS OF JESUS CHRIST! 

CONCLUSION:   WITH JESUS CHRIST GOD HAS GIVEN US THE GREATEST GIFT WE COULD EVER RECEIVE.  FOR BY THIS GIFT WE ARE JUSTIFIED, MADE ACCEPTABLE TO GOD.  THIS GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST GIVES US THE HOLY SPIRIT TO TRUST IN GOD’S LOVE AND TO LIVE FOR HIM.  AND HE GIVES US THE HOPE OF A NEW LIFE TO COME, A BETTER LIFE.  GOD FREELY GIVES THIS TO US IN JESUS CHRIST.    THERE IS NOTHING WE HAVE TO DO TO GET THIS GIFT.  OTHERWISE, IT WOULDN’T BE A GIFT.  AND IF WE WANTED TO PAY FOR IT, WE COULDN’T FOR IT IS A PRICELESS GIFT.  HOW DO YOU PUT A PRICE ON THE DEATH OF GOD’S OWN SON?  AND THIS PRECIOUS GIFT IS GIVEN TO US IN OUR BAPTISM.   THIS IS A GIFT THAT CAN BE OPENED AGAIN AND AGAIN…AND EACH TIME IT GIVES US JOY…AS IF WE HAD JUST OPENED IT FOR THE FIRST TIME.  AND SO WE SANG A FEW MOMENTS AGO:  “HOW SILENTLY, HOW SILENTLY THE WONDROUS GIFT IS GIV’N!  SO GOD IMPARTS TO HUMAN HEARTS THE B LESSINGS OF HIS HEAV’N.  NO EAR MAY HEAR HIS COMING; BUT IN THIS WORLD OF SIN, WHERE MEEK SOULS WILL RECEIVE HIM, THE DEAR CHRIST ENTERS IN.”  A VERY BLESSED CHRISTMAS TO YOU ALL.  AMEN. 

