TEXT: II Corinthians 9:15

SUBJECT: A Christmas Gift

The celebration of Christmas has a long, curious, and sometimes unpleasant history.  It began in Mesopotamia about the time Abraham left it.  In those days, of course, it had nothing to do with the birth of our Lord, but was thoroughly pagan in its theology and practice.  It was later adopted by the Babylonians, the Persians and Medes, the Greeks, Romans, and other nations who did not know the Lord.  For more than 2,000 years, Christmas (though it didn’t go by that name) was openly heathen.     


But then something happened.  At the conversion of Constantine, the Roman Empire because formally Christian.  And this left them with the anomaly of a Christian Empire celebrating a pagan holiday.  What would they do?  Some thought they should abolish it—but the people wouldn’t stand for it.  Others thought they should let it go on as before—but the leaders of the Church would not accept it.  And so, after forty years of haggling, a compromise was finally worked out: The old holiday would remain, but it would now honor the birth of Jesus Christ.  For hundreds of years, then, Christmas was a mishmash of paganism and Christianity.  


But then another change occurred.  In the 19th Century, many Churches were undercut by theological liberalism.  This put their leaders in an awkward position: they wanted to hang on to the joys of Christmas, but how do you do that while at the same time denying the deity of our Lord and His virgin birth?  Here’s what they did: They became sentimental.  Christmas no longer celebrated the Incarnation of God, but something like Good Cheer.

The best example of this is one of my favorite books: A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens.  Ebenezer Scrooge is converted at the end, of course, but it has nothing to do with Christ! The old miser becomes generous, but not Christian.  That view prevailed for more than a hundred years: Christmas as warm feeling—a time of giving and good cheer for all.  Watch It’s a Wonderful Life and you’ll know what I mean.  


Finally, about 50 years ago, we had another change (and it’s still with us) Christmas as an Advertising Campaign!  If you’ve been to church the last couple of weeks, you know we’ve had more or less our regular attendance.  But if you’ve been to the mall during that time, you’ve seen something else—stores running over with customers trying to beat the Christmas Rush.  Millions of people today are buying gifts they cannot afford for people they do not love to relieve the guilt they should not feel.  This is Christmas 2001—a trillion dollar marketing scheme.    


A lot can be said against Christmas.  But behind the advertising, the sentiment, the superstition, and the paganism, there is something good, something wonderfully good.  And that is God’s Gift.     

THE GIFT OF GOD


Paul was a great scholar, of course, and a master of language.  Yet when he thought of God’s Gift, he couldn’t come up with a word to describe it.  In writing the chapter, you can imagine him trying out one superlative after another—“Thanks be unto God for Great gift—no—His Wonderful gift—no—His Magnificent gift—no—His Stupendous Gift…”


Finally, he would turn to his secretary and say, “I haven’t got a word for it—ah but that’s it!  

“Thanks be unto God for

His unspeakable gift!”


No man or angel can find the words to adequately describe God’s Gift.  


What is the Gift?  James says every gift comes from God,

“Every good and every perfect gift is from

above, and comes down from the Father of

Lights, with Whom there is no variation

Or the shadow of turning”.


The Gifts are both Common and Special.   The common gifts are the things in which all people have a share—life, happiness, food, drink, friendship, marriage, kids, laughter, the warm sun on their faces, and so on.  


The special gifts are those that only Christians have—the forgiveness of sin, a good conscience, the Indwelling Spirit, hope in death, and life everlasting.  


But behind all the gifts—both common and special—there is The Gift.  Without The Gift, the gifts would not be given and could not be enjoyed.  


What is The Gift of God?  It is Christ Himself.  Have you listened to the prophet, listened carefully?  

“For unto us a Child is born;

unto us a Son is given…”


The Son is God’s Son, of course, but that’s not the prophet’s point here.  It is God’s Son given!  


That’s an interesting promise at any time, but especially in the context of Isaiah’s ministry.  For he spoke to a wicked and stubborn people!  They are,

“A sinful nation,

A people laden with iniquity,

A brood of evildoers,

Children who are corrupters!

They have forsaken the LORD,

They have provoked to anger

The Holy One of Israel,

They have turned away backward”.


Later, he compares the nation to a diseased body, a caved-in house, and Sodom and Gomorrah. 


Yet these people—the sinners who deserve nothing but God’s wrath—get something else!  They’re given His Gift, the Lord Jesus Christ.  

TO AND FOR


The Gift is given both to us and for us.  At His birth, the Lord was given to us, to share in our humanity with all its pain, disappointment, and humiliation.  There were heretics in the Early Church who denied the full manhood of our Lord.  To their way of thinking, He looked like a man, but really wasn’t a man.  John called those men,

“Deceivers and Antichrists”.


In the womb of His dear mother, our Lord assumed a fully human nature.  He was no more or less human than you are.  I cannot say this often enough or too strongly—Jesus Christ is not a Superman!  He is a Man!  If He weren’t, He could not sympathize with us in our humanity.

“Verily, He did not take upon Himself

the nature of angels, but He took upon

Himself the seed of Abraham,

Therefore, in all things He had to be 

Made like His brethren, that He might

Be a merciful and faithful High Priest

In things pertaining to God, to make

Propitiation for the sins of the people.

For in that He Himself suffered, being

Tempted, He is able to aid those who are

Tempted”.


What a slap in the face!  God Almighty tired, hungry, thirsty, lonely…and tempted!  Yet our Lord, in His manhood, suffered all these things and more.  So that He could understand you and help you.  


Christ was given to us.


And Christ was given for us.  At the cross, our Lord was put in our place before men and God.  If the punishment of sin demands rejection by men and God, then Christ is rejected by men and God!  The Roman Governor, the Rulers of Israel, the ordinary citizens of Judea all agreed,

“Let Him to crucified!”


But not only did they say it, but God agreed with them as well.  When we think of the three hours of darkness that day, we often think of God’s displeasure with the men who crucified His Son.  But that’s not it at all!  The darkness signified God’s displeasure with Christ!  


What is the punishment of sin?  It is banishment from God—“Depart from Me, you workers of iniquity”.  But since God is Light, then banishment from God means 
“The blackness of darkness forever”.


That is what the Three Hours stood for.  God’s rejection of His Son, taking our place that day on the cross.  


Christ given for us or in our place,

“Christ has once suffered for sins,

the just for the unjust”.


In the Manger, Christ was given to us; at the Cross Christ was given for us.  

THE UNSPEAKABLENESS OF THE GIFT


Jesus Christ is the unspeakable gift of God.  But what puts the gift beyond all description?  I thought of two things:


First, is the value of the Gift to its Giver.  One day our Lord and the disciples were visiting the Temple near the charity box.  Rich men were coming now and then and dropping in serious money.  But later, a poor widow came by and put in her two mites.  The disciples didn’t think anything of it, but the Lord told them that her gift was far greater than anyone else’s!  


This surprised the men, of course, until He told them why: The Rich men gave out of their wealth, whereas the widow gave all of her wealth. To her, the two mites were worth more than the rich man’s million shekels.


Now, what is Christ worth to God?  That’s very easy to answer!  What is your son worth to you?  Now, take away all your selfishness and multiply your love by infinity and that’s what Christ is worth to God!    


God is inexhaustible; He can never “run out” of things.  Yet, in giving His Son, God exhausted His generosity.  Not even He had anything else to give.  That’s what makes God’s Unspeakable Gift…unspeakable. 


Second, we have the value of the Gift to us.  


If Bill Gates wrote you a check for a million dollars, it wouldn’t mean anything to him, but it sure mean a lot to you!  You could pay off your bills, buy a good house, get rid of the junker you’re driving, send your kids to a good school, and help others in need as well.  A million dollars would mean a lot to me.


But what is that compared to Christ?  Money doesn’t guarantee happiness or heaven.  But our Lord Jesus Christ does both—and more.  Peter says, 

“To the disobedient, He is a stone 

of stumbling and a rock of offense.

But to you who believe, He is

Precious!”


To unbelievers, our Lord is something like marbles on the bathroom floor—something to fall on!  But to Christians, He is like diamonds, rubies, and emeralds!  Precious!  


Where would we be without Christ?  Paul says, we’d be

“Without God and without hope in the world”.


How in the world can you live without hope?  How can you put up with the gnawing fear that when you die…what?  But Christians don’t live that way or die that way?  Why because we have Christ and Christ is precious to us.  

GOD’S GIFT AND OURS


One more thing.  I usually set my text in its context at the beginning of the sermon.  But today, I waited until the end.  I wanted to show you what the Gift of God is—Christ—and how wonderful the Gift is.  


But why did Paul bring it up in the first place?  If you read II Corinthians 8-9, you’ll find out this is the climax. What are the chapters about?   Giving.  


Not God’s giving Christ to us, but, rather, our responsibility to give to those in need.  At that time, a famine had hit Judea—and hit it hard.  The Christians there were in danger of starving.  So Paul was taking up a collection for them among the believers in other parts of the world.  He makes several arguments for it—the example of other Christians, the promise of God, their own self-respect, and so on.  


But he tops it off by reminding them of what God has given.  

“Thanks be unto God for

His unspeakable gift”.


Because God gave, they ought to give.  And not only they, but we ought to give as well.  


Are there people in your life who need your help?  Someone needs your time or your attention or your sympathy or, yes, even your money.  You may not have to look far to find that “someone”.  Maybe your wife needs you to notice her more than you do or to compliment her now and then.  Or, maybe your children need you to cut down on your outside activities to spend a little more time with them.  Maybe your friend just needs someone to talk to.  Maybe the shy young person needs to be included.  Maybe an old neighbor needs help mowing his lawn.  If you can’t find anyone who needs anything, then pray for me!  I surely need your prayers.  


When it comes to helping people in need, there’s a lot of posing, a lot of guilt-tripping, and a lot of legalism.  You understand why others have to resort to these low means.  Because they haven’t got anything else.


But we do.  We have the Gift of God.  Now, think about it and act accordingly,

“Freely you have received,

freely give”.


God bless you, everyone!  

