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“Christmas Is For Everyone”

Christmas Eve 2009, 7:00pm Service

What kind of person are you?  And does God love you, just the way you are?  How do you know?


To me, Christmas means that God loves us, no matter what kind of person we are.  Let me explain what I mean.


The first person on our Christmas stage is Mary.  Mary - probably a 15 or 16 year old girl, since that’s usually when girls were married in Jesus’ day.  She represents everyone in the world who is afraid.  

One time a carpet layer had just finished installing a carpet for a woman.  He stepped outside for a smoke, when he realized he’d lost his cigarettes.  He went back inside and there, in the middle of the room, under the newly installed carpet, was a bump the size of a pack of cigarettes.  “No sense pulling up the whole floor just for one pack of smokes,” he said to himself.  So he got out his hammer and flattened down the bump.  Just then the woman comes running into the room.  “Here,” she says, and hands him his pack of cigarettes.  “I found them in the hallway.  But I’m afraid . . . . I just can’t find my parakeet.”

Mary represents everyone in the world who is afraid.  For when she first sees the angel Gabriel she’s scared to death.  “Greatly troubled,” Luke puts it.  But Gabriel sees what’s really going on.  “Do not be afraid, Mary,” he tells her.  Why not?  I’d be quiverin’ in my jammies!  I mean, how many angels have YOU seen in your life?  This is an angel!  Big, bright, floating, comin’ out of nowhere.  

“Do not be afraid?”  But how?  And Gabriel tells her how.  “For you have found favor with God.”

Do you see?  Knowing that God, the God of the universe, the maker of all things, the great “I AM”, knowing that God is on our side takes away our fears.

Do you know that God is on your side?  I’d be curious to know the answer to that question.  Will you raise your hand if you believe that God likes you and is on your side. . . .

Now, how do you and I know that?  Easy.  The manger.  For God so loved the world, that he sent his only Son.  The manger.  When you see a manger, what do you see?  What does Christmas mean to you?   It means that God loves us.  He’s on our side.  He WANTS us to go to heaven.  So, we don’t have to fear.

Jesus came for all of those who are afraid.

Next, Joseph walks on stage.  Joseph.  Nice guy.  But a guy none the less.  And he’s not about to believe Mary when she tells him how she got pregnant - that the baby in her tummy is from God, not from some secret lover somewhere.  What man could believe her?  Who ever heard of such a thing?  He doubted Mary.  Joseph represents all of the doubters in the world.

One day this summer a couple was on vacation, driving through our area.  They were on Route 20, in fact, and came to Girard.  The husband said, “I knew a kid in college once named GGGirard.”  The wife, who had been here before, said, “It’s not pronounced GGGirard.  They say it ‘Jeerard’ around here.”  “They most absolutely do not,” said the husband.  “And I’ll prove it to you,” said the husband.  So, they pulled into a restaurant there on Route 20.

The husband went up to the girl at the counter.  “We’re from out town,” he explained to her.  “And we’re having a little arguement.  Could you please pronounce the name of where we are.  Only, do it real slowly.”

The girl leaned over the counter and said, “Piiiizzzzzaaaa  Huuuuttt.”

We know what it’s like to doubt another person.  But Joseph not only doubted Mary, his fiance.  Joseph also represents everyone in the world who has ever doubted God, and God’s ways.   

Luckily for Joseph, Gabriel was working over-time that year.  He came to Joseph in a dream, and told him the truth:  “Joseph, son of David, what is conceived in Mary is from the Holy Spirit.  She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus.”

“A son?” Joseph must have said.   “Now you’re talking.  At least if the baby she has is a girl, I’ll know this was just a dream.”

And when the time came for Mary to deliver, she did have a son.  And they did name him Jesus.  And all of Joseph’s doubts were taken away, right?

Come on.  Joseph was a real man, not some pretty ceramic figurine.  I’m sure he still had his doubts.  I mean, the odds were, what (?), that Mary would give birth to a son?  50/50 right?  No better than flipping a coin.  “What if”, I’m sure Joseph wondered, “what if Mary just got lucky, and she’s been lying to me all along?”

Joseph may have had those doubts.  But the doubts never stopped him from doing what God asked of him.  He walked them all the way to Bethlehem.  He walked them all the way to Egypt.  He took care of them.  He provided for them.  He had other children with Mary.  All with no proof that Jesus truly was the son of God, and not the son of some other guy.  For Joseph must have died before Jesus ever did his first miracle – he’s never mentioned later in Jesus’ life when Mary is mentioned.  Do you see?  Joseph did all that he did despite any human doubts that may have lingered in his heart.
But, does anyone here want to say that Joseph was a fool?  That he should have demanded proof?  No.  Instead, we revere Joseph - the man who stepped out on faith to be the foster father of our Lord, with no proof.

How about you?  Are you sitting back, waiting for Jesus to prove himself to YOU, before you’ll surrender your life to him 100%?  If so, you’ll be waiting forever.  There is no proof.  Not in this life.  All there is is faith.  God wants us to come to him by our faith, like Joseph did - a man we’re still talking about 2000 years after he lived.  What does Christmas mean to you?  It could mean the turning point in your walk with Jesus, as you decide this Christmas that looking for proof of the existence of God is like looking for proof that you’re not going to be hit by a meteor when you step out of this church tonight.  You can't prove that.  You just trust, and step out on faith.  Like Joseph did.

Next come the shepherds.  Oh, those shepherds.  We’ve said before that these shepherds weren’t the sweet, baby-faced, porcelain characters that our nativity scenes have made them out to be.   They were outdoorsmen.  They were rough-faced tough guys, used to hard living.  

One time a little girl asked her mom, “Can I go outside and play with the boys?”  Her mother said, “No you can’t play with the boys.  Boys are too rough.”  The little girl thought about it for a minute and asked, “If I find a smooth one, can I play with him?”

These shepherds were definitely not smooth.  They were rough.  In fact, the shepherds represent the outcasts of the world.  For, in Jesus’ day, shepherds weren’t that well liked.  In fact, shepherds in Jesus’ day were pretty well despised, and poor.  The society in which they lived needed shepherds, because they provided the wool and the meat that the society wore and ate.  But they didn’t need what came with the life of a shepherd.  For, in Jesus’ day, shepherds were known to be thieves.  They lived gypsy lives.  They wandered around, from field to field, town to town, grazing their sheep and taking from others anything that wasn’t tied down.  As a result, shepherds were the poor and despised class of their day.

So, isn’t it strange that Gabriel and his chorus of angels chose the “shepherds to be the very first humans to come and see the Christ-child?  Think there’s a message there for us?  I do.  And I think it’s this.  Jesus came for the poor and despised of our world.  He came for the outcasts.  

Why?  What does Jesus have to give the poor?  How about food, and a job, and good housing, and clothing?  It’s no surprise that Christians lead the way in helping the poor around the world.  Imagine what our city of Erie, the poorest city in our great state of Pennsylvania, would be like without all of the help that Christians here give, through:

- Our Erie U. M. Alliance

- The City Mission

- Catholic Charities

- Lutheran Services … and others

Why do Christians help the poor so much?  Because Jesus is in them too.  Jesus said, “Whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.”

But even more than helping the poor with a hand up, Jesus came to let even the poor, like the shepherds, know that God loves them too.  Jesus came for the despised and outcast of the world too.  In Jesus’ day women and children and slaves were as low as you could get.  Yet these formed the backbone of the early church.  

Do you feel like an outcast?  Today, the most despised person in high school can find a friend in church.  Today, the most hated ex-con can find acceptance in a church.  Today, as in any day, whatever you may have done that makes you feel dirty or hated, can be forgiven and forgotten by the cleansing blood of Jesus.

What does Christmas mean to you?  Look at our manger scene.  Shepherds are there!  Shepherds - the outcasts of their day.  The first ones invited to see the baby.  Do I have to say anymore?  Everyone is welcome here.

Finally, the Wise Men walk in.  Late, as usual.  Brainiacs are often late.  The Wise Men represent the intelligent and the wealthy people of their day.  A star is their invitation.  An angel wouldn’t do.  They wouldn’t believe in an angel.  That’s for more common people, like shepherds.  They’re too smart, too learned, to believe in angels.  But a star, a new star in the sky.  Now that speaks volumes to them.  It tells them that something new and wonderful is afoot.  It pricks their curiosity, their intellectual acumen.  (“Shrewdness shown by keen insight.”)  And they follow the new star, all the way to Bethlehem.  

Do you know that their trip probably took them several months to complete?  Several months!  All the way from Persia, modern day Iraq or Iran, across the long expanse of the fertile crescent, and all the way down to Israel.  Thousands of miles.  And they just up and left everything, to do it, to follow a star.  They had to be very wealthy to do that.  And their gifts to the baby Jesus, gold, frankincense and myrrh - very expensive.  These guys weren’t just smart astronomers.  They were filthy rich, smart astronomers!

Yet even they “bowed down and worshipped” Jesus.  Why?  Because they were smart enough to know that all of their wealth meant nothing when you’ve come face to face with a taste of eternity.  That all you can do is bow down, admit your poverty, and stare in wonder at the Son of God.

Are you wealthy?  Praise God, and bring your full gifts to the King.  Who are you to withhold even a dime from him?  And why would you want to?  It is he who has given you your wealth!

Are you extremely intelligent?  Praise God, and bring your full intelligence to bear in figuring out how you can serve him.  He needs your intelligence put to use for him, to make this world a better place.  Who knows?  Maybe in this sanctuary tonight is the person whom God will touch to figure out the cure to AIDS.  

What does Christmas mean to you?  Look at the manger scene.  And see your people there - the wealthy, intelligent, Wise Men.  Realizing that One who is wiser and wealthier than they will ever be has come.  And gladly bowing before him.

Christmas, you see, is for everyone.  Christmas shows us that God loves us, no matter what kind of person we are.  Whichever group you find yourself in, Jesus came for you.  For Jesus came for all people:  the fearful; the doubters; the poor and despised; the wealthy and intelligent

· “Fear not,” he tells those who are afraid.  “God is on your side, and is working all things together for your good.  Trust him.”

· “Doubt not,” he tells the doubtful.  “Step out on faith and trust that I am the only Way, the only Truth and the only Life.  And once you trust me, an assurance will come to your heart.”

· “Come to me,” he tells the poor and despised.  “Let me and my people love you, even as the world despises you.”

· “Come to me,” he tells the wealthy and intelligent.  “Find a purpose for your wealth, and a use for your intelligence, that are both satisfying.”

Have you come to Jesus yet?  Do you know this Jesus, as your Lord and

Savior?  He came for you on Christmas Day, no matter what your situation in life. . . .

[Prayer for salvation.]

