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     IT IS DURING THIS CHRISTMAS SEASON THAT PEOPLE OPEN THEIR HEARTS AND WALLETS AND GIVE GIFTS TO THEIR FAMILY AND FRIENDS… AS WELL AS THE POOR AND NEEDY.  FOR A GIFT TO BE GIVEN YOU NEED SOMEONE TO GIVE THE GIFT AND SOMEONE TO RECEIVE THE GIFT.  AND THE USUAL PLACE TO FIND A CHRISTMAS GIFT IS UNDER THE CHRISTMAS TREE.  OF COURSE, THERE IS A LOT OF JOY IN RECEIVING THE GIFT…WONDERING WHAT’S INSIDE AND THEN FINALLY SEEING IT.  BUT THERE’S A LOT OF JOY IN GIVING A GIFT TOO…KNOWING THAT SUCH GIVING IS AN EXPRESSION OF KINDNESS AND LOVE.  THE GIVING OF GIFTS….WHAT A GREAT IDEA…BUT IT ALL BEGAN WITH GOD….. CHRISTMAS IS GOD’S IDEA.  ALL OUR GIFTS AND GIVING ARE BASED ON GOD’S GIFT GIVEN ON THAT FIRST CHRISTMAS NIGHT.  SO ON THIS CHRISTMAS DAY, LET’S LISTEN TO THE APOSTLE PAUL WHO TALKS ABOUT “THE GIFT, THE GIVER, AND THE TREE.”

I.  WHENEVER WE GO CHRISTMAS SHOPPING WE WANT TO GET SOMETHING THAT THE PERSON WILL REALLY LIKE OR NEED AS HALLMARK CARDS SAYS:  “WHEN YOU CARE ENOUGH TO GIVE YOUR VERY BEST”.  WELL, GOD HAD THAT IDEA FIRST.  GOD CARED ENOUGH TO GIVE HIS VERY BEST:  JESUS CHRIST, HIS OWN SON.  ….AND THIS GIFT IS EXACTLY WHAT WE NEED.  TRULY IT IS A GIFT OF LOVE.  
     A.  PAUL SAYS THAT THE BABY JESUS HAS BROUGHT YOU THE GIFT OF “BEING JUSTIFIED”.  THAT’S JUST A FANCY WAY OF SAYING THAT ALL YOUR SINS ARE FORGIVEN BY GOD.  WOW!  FORGIVENESS FROM GOD!  NOW THAT’S A NICE GIFT!  LET ME ILLUSTRATE:   IF I WERE TO TELL YOU THAT I THOUGHT THAT YOU WERE A BRAIN DEAD STUPID IDIOT, YOU’D HAVE EVERY RIGHT TO BE ANGRY WITH ME.  AND I WOULD NEED YOUR FORGIVENESS.   WELL, IT’S NO DIFFERENT WITH GOD..WHY SHOULD IT BE?!  THERE ARE LOTS OF THINGS THAT YOU HAVE THOUGHT, SAID AND DONE THAT ALSO MAKE GOD ANGRY WITH YOU—AND THAT IS WHY YOU NEED HIS FORGIVENESS.  I’LL BET THERE ARE SOME THINGS YOU HAVE DONE IN YOUR LIFE THAT WOULD REALLY EMBARRASS YOU OR EVEN MAKE YOU ASHAMED IF WE ALL KNEW ABOUT IT.  BUT OF COURSE GOD KNOWS ABOUT IT…AND EVERYTHING ELSE THAT YOU HAVE DONE TO OFFEND HIM.  IN MY ILLUSTRATION I NEEDED YOUR FORGIVENESS AND YOU NEED GOD’S FORGIVENESS.  INDEED, WITHOUT JESUS CHRIST, ON THE JUDGMENT DAY YOU WILL STAND BEFORE GOD AND HAVE TO GIVE AN ACCOUNT TO HIM FOR EVERYONE OF YOUR MANY SINS.  I REMIND YOU OF THIS TRUTH BECAUSE GOD’S FORGIVENESS ISN’T GOING TO MEAN VERY MUCH TO YOU UNLESS YOU UNDERSTAND THAT THE ALTERNATIVE IS ETERNITY IN HELL.  AND IF PERHAPS THERE IS ANYONE HERE TONIGHT WHO ISN’T INTERESTED IN GOD’S FORGIVENESS, WELL….THEN YOU DON’T HAVE IT.  YOU CAN’T HAVE WHAT YOU DON’T WANT.  BUT…. SHOULD YOU EVER CHANGE YOUR MIND…..THE GIFT OF FORGIVENESS IN JESUS CHRIST IS ALWAYS WAITING TO BE OPENED UP.  BUT FOR ALL OF YOU HERE TONIGHT WHO KNOW YOUR SIN…AND YOU TRULY WANT GOD’S FORGIVENESS…..YOU HAVE IT, NO STRINGS ATTACHED…………..THAT’S WHY JESUS CAME ON 
THAT FIRST  CHRISTMAS EVE…………TO GIVE YOU THE PERFECT GIFT THAT YOU NEEDED:  FORGIVENESS......SO FEEL FREE TO ENJOY THE WONDERFUL PEACE THAT IT GIVES!   BUT REMEMBER TO TREAT THIS GIFT OF FORGIVENESS WITH SPECIAL CARE:   IT’S VERY EXPENSIVE.. IT COST JESUS HIS LIFE ON THE CROSS.  
     B.  BUT ALONG WITH THE GIFT OF FORGIVENESS COMES YET ANOTHER GIFT.  WOW!  HOW GENEROUS GOD IS!  THE GIFT OF “THE HOPE OF ETERNAL LIFE.”  NOW, THERE’S A PRACTICAL GIFT!   WHO WOULDN’T WANT THE GIFT OF ETERNAL LIFE?  BUT, JUST IN CASE SOMEONE HERE ISN’T INTERESTED IN THIS GIFT, I WANT TO REMIND YOU ONCE AGAIN THAT THE ALTERNATIVE TO ETERNAL LIFE IS NOT ETERNAL NOTHINGNESS…….BUT ETERNITY IN HELL.  AND IF YOU STILL AREN’T INTERESTED…WELL, MAYBE YOU WILL FEEL DIFFERENTLY WHEN YOU ARE DYING.. OR WHEN ONE OF YOUR LOVED ONES IS DYING.  AND IF YOU DO CHANGE YOUR MIND, THIS GIFT OF ETERNAL LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST CAN STILL BE OPENED.  AS LONG AS YOU AS ALIVE…IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO OPEN THE GIFT OF ETERNAL LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST.   I JUST HOPE THAT YOU DON’T DIE SUDDENLY OR UNEXPECTEDLY SO THAT YOU DON’T HAVE THE CHANCE TO CHANGE YOUR MIND.  BUT FOR THOSE OF YOU WHO HAVE ALREADY OPENED THIS GIFT OF ETERNAL LIFE IN JESUS CHRIST… WELL, YOU ALREADY KNOW THAT ON THE DAY OF THE RESURRECTION YOU WILL ONCE AGAIN SEE YOUR FAMILY AND FRIENDS WHO HAVE TRUSTED IN JESUS…AND YOU WILL LIVE WITH THEM FOREVER IN A NEW AND WONDERFUL WORLD WITHOUT SIN AND DEATH.  WHAT A GREAT DAY THAT WILL BE!  TO YOU I SAY:  ENJOY THIS GIFT OF COMFORT AND HOPE.
II.  SO FAR WE HAVE BEEN TALKING ABOUT THE GIFT OF CHRISTMAS…WHICH IS JESUS CHRIST..BUT OF COURSE IF THERE IS A GIFT..THERE HAS TO BE A GIVER.  AND THE GIVER OF THE GIFT OF JESUS IS GOD, THE FATHER.  
      A.  ONE OF THE STANZA’S OF  “SANTA CLAUS IS COMING TO TOWN”  SAYS “[SANTA] IS MAKING A LIST AND CHECKING IT TWICE, GONNA FIND OUT WHOSE NAUGHTY AND NICE.”  I AM SO GLAD THAT GOD IS NOT LIKE SANTA CLAUS.  WHY?  BECAUSE GOD GIVES US THE GIFT OF JESUS EVEN THOUGH WE’RE NAUGHTY.   IF WE EXPECT GOD TO GIVE US THE GIFT OF JESUS BECAUSE WE WERE NICE….HE WOULD HAVE NEVER GIVEN IT BECAUSE WE CAN’T BE NICE ENOUGH!   TRUTH BE TOLD, IN GOD’S SIGHT WE WERE NO BETTER THAN EBENEZER SCROOGE.    NEVER, EVER ASK GOD TO GIVE YOU WHAT YOU DESERVE…NEVER…OR IF YOU DO BE SURE TO 
DUCK!  BECAUSE OF OUR SIN WE DESERVE NOTHING FROM GOD.  JACOB MARLEY SENT THE THREE SPIRITS ON CHRISTMAS TO EBENEZER SCROOGE NOT BECAUSE SCROOGE WAS SO GOOD, BUT BECAUSE HE WAS SO BAD.    AND GOD GAVE US THE GIFT OF JESUS BECAUSE HE FELT SORRY FOR US AS PAUL SAYS:   “HE SAVED US, NOT BECAUSE OF WORKS DONE BY US IN RIGHTEOUSNESS BUT BECAUSE OF HIS OWN MERCY.”    
     B. SO THEN, WE DON’T CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS BECAUSE WE ARE SO GOOD……..WE CELEBRATE 
CHRISTMAS, BECAUSE GOD IS SO GOOD.  GOD IS LOVE.  HIS VERY ESSENCE IS LOVE.  THINK ABOUT IT:  HUMAN BEINGS IGNORE GOD, GET ANGRY AT GOD, ABUSE GOD, CURSE GOD, TAKE HIS NAME IN VAIN AND BREAK ALL HIS COMMANDMENTS.. AND WHAT DOES GOD DO?  HE SENDS HIS SON TO DIE ON A CROSS FOR US TO CANCEL OUR DEBT OF SIN.  SUCH IS THE LOVE OF GOD.  WE MISTREAT GOD SO BADLY….AND IN RETURN HE LOVES US—HE GIVES US HIS SON.  THIS IS WHY WE CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS…NOT BECAUSE WE ARE SO GOOD, BUT BECAUSE, AS PAUL SAYS, OF “THE GOODNESS AND LOVING KINDNESS OF GOD.”
III.  WELL, WE’VE TALKED ABOUT THE GIFT AND THE GIVER…BUT WHAT ABOUT THE TREE?  EVERY CHILD KNOWS WHERE TO FIND HIS CHRISTMAS GIFT:  UNDER THE CHRISTMAS TREE.  BUT WHERE DO WE FIND THE GIFT OF JESUS GIVEN BY GOD?  WELL, WE COULD SAY IN GOD’S WORD AND THE LORD’S SUPPER AND THAT WOULD BE TRUE…BUT TONIGHT PAUL SAYS OUR PERSONAL CHRISTMAS TREE IS OUR BAPTISM.
     A.  PAUL SAYS THAT GOD SAVES US IN JESUS CHRIST BY THE WASHING OF REGENERATION AND RENEWAL OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.”   NOW, THERE IS ONLY ONE WASHING OF REGENERATION AND RENEWAL OF THE HOLY SPIRIT:  BAPTISM IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.   GOD PUTS THE GIFT OF JESUS WITH FORGIVENESS AND ETERNAL LIFE UNDER THE TREE OF YOUR BAPTISM.  THAT’S WHY PETER SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER THAT “BAPTISM NOW SAVES US”.  CHILDREN KNOW WHERE TO GO TO FIND THEIR PRESENT:  UNDER THE TREE.  BUT DO YOU KNOW WHERE TO FIND GOD’S GIFT OF JESUS WITH FORGIVENESS AND ETERNAL LIFE?  IT’S AS CLOSE TO YOU AS YOUR BAPTISM.  BUT WHAT GOOD IS A GIFT IF YOU DON’T OPEN IT AND USE IT.?  AND SO, WHAT GOOD IS YOUR BAPTISM IF YOU DON’T REMEMBER IT AND BELIEVE WHAT IT GIVES YOU?    SO THEN  IN BAPTISM GOD ALSO GIVES YOU THE GIFT HIS HOLY SPIRIT SO THAT YOU WILL INDEED REMEMBER YOUR BAPTISM AND BELIEVE IN THE GIFTS OF FORGIVENESS AND ETERNAL LIFE.  FOR WITHOUT THE HOLY SPIRIT YOU CAN’T OPEN THE GIFT OF JESUS.  JUST AS THE STAR LED THE WISE MEN TO THE GIFT OF JESUS IN THE HOUSE….SO LIKEWISE THE HOLY SPIRIT LEADS YOU TO THE GIFT OF JESUS IN YOUR BAPTISM.  

     B.   BUT AS YOU BELIEVE IN JESUS CHRIST AS YOUR SAVIOR THE HOLY SPIRIT ALSO USES YOUR BAPTISM TO CHANGE YOU.  THROUGH BAPTISM YOU ARE “REGENERATED AND RENEWED”.      BY THE TIME THE THREE SPIRITS OF CHRISTMAS HAD VISITED EBENEZER SCROOGE HE WAS A CHANGED MAN.  HE WENT FROM THINKING THAT CHRISTMAS WAS A HUMBUG! TO NOT ONLY ATTENDING CHURCH ON THAT CHRISTMAS MORNING BUT TREATING PEOPLE DIFFERENTLY, INCLUDING HIS NEPHEW FRED, HIS CLERK BOB CRATCHIT AND HIS FAMILY……AND GIVING A GENEROUS DONATION TO HELP THE POOR.  DOES THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST MAKE A DIFFERENCE IN YOUR LIFE?  CAN PEOPLE SEE CHANGES IN YOU?  IS CHURCH IMPORTANT TO YOU?  CAN PEOPLE 
SEE YOUR LOVE AND CARE FOR THEM?  HOW DO YOU TREAT YOUR HUSBAND AND WIFE?  YOUR 
PARENTS AND CHILDREN?  YOUR FRIENDS AND NEIGHBORS?  FOR HOW YOU LIVE AND TREAT OTHER PEOPLE SHOWS WHETHER THE CHRIST BORN IN BETHLEHEM HAS ALSO BEEN RE-BORN IN YOUR HEARTS.
CONCLUSION:  WELL, THERE YOU HAVE IT:  “THE GIFT, THE GIVER, AND THE TREE”.  AT CHRISTMAS TIME THESE THREE ALWAYS GO TOGETHER.  UNDERNEATH OUR CHRISTMAS TREE ARE GIFTS THAT HAVE BEEN GIVEN TO US BY OTHERS.  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD.  HE GIVES THE GIFT OF JESUS CHRIST AND PLACES IT UNDER THE TREE OF YOUR BAPTISM.  ……….DON’T FORGET TO OPEN IT……….AND SO AGAIN I WISH YOU A .MERRY CHRISTMAS!  AND YOU MAY ALSO SAY TO ME:  [MERRY CHRISTMAS!]   AMEN!
