                 12/24/05 Christmas EVE Sermon:  “Christmas Can’t Be Stolen!”
                              (Texts:  Isaiah 9:2-7; Titus 2:11-14; Luke 2:1-20)

************************************************************************
     This is the time of year when we watch various classic movies about Christmas.  We watch them even if we’ve seen them several times.  One classic movie I’ve always enjoyed is the animated Dr. Seuss special entitled:  “How the Grinch stole Christmas!”  Most of you know the plot.
     There’s this creature called “The Grinch” who lives in the mountains overlooking a village called “Whoville” inhabited by “Whos”.  Every year around Christmas they celebrate, and the Grinch hates it.  So, one year the Grinch plans to steal Christmas!

     The Grinch sneaks into town on Christmas Eve and steals all the presents, the Christmas tree, the food – even the roast beast!  The Grinch takes all this stuff up to his mountain home and waits.  The Grinch waits for morning when he expects to hear cries of anger and sorrow when the Whos discover that their Christmas has been stolen.
     However, when morning finally comes, the Grinch hears no cries of anger or sorrow.  Instead, he hears celebration.  The Whos gather in the middle of town where their Christmas Tree had been.  They gather together and sing Christmas carols with joy!

     At first the Grinch is utterly confused.  He had taken all their Christmas things, and yet they were rejoicing.  Why?  Suddenly it occurred to the Grinch that Christmas is more than presents, more than a tree, more than food or roast beast.  Yes, Christmas is about something much more significant.  Christmas is about something that can’t be stolen.

     The story then ends with the Grinch repenting of his evil ways.  With a new heart the Grinch rides back into Whoville with all the Whos’ Christmas things.  The Grinch celebrates with the Whos, and he even carves the roast beast!
     This is a wonderful story.  The only bad thing is that it never clearly says what the meaning of Christmas actually is and why it can’t be stolen.  But I’m here to tell you clearly about the meaning of Christmas and why it can’t be stolen from you.

     Simply put, Christmas is about the birth of JESUS!  Even more, Christmas is about the REASON Jesus was born.  He was born to save us from our sin against God.  Christmas is about the gift of God’s Son whom He would send to the cross to suffer and die for our rebellion against God.  Christmas is about our Savior who gives us the gift of forgiveness and eternal life in God’s love.

     The true gift of Christmas can’t be stolen!  Or can it?  Even though Christ can’t be stolen from us, we can be stolen away from Christ.  How does this happen?  We need to recognize that there is a “Grinch” who does a good job stealing the true meaning of Christmas from us.  This “Grinch” is the devil and our grinchy hearts often willingly allow him to steal the real meaning of Christmas from us.  How does the grinchy devil do this?

     The devil wants us to forget about Jesus.  All we have to do is look around our culture and see how even some Christians have replaced “Merry Christmas” with “Happy Holidays” or “Seasons Greetings”.  

     However, even when Jesus is mentioned He is usually reduced to nothing more than a cute little baby.  We hardly ever hear that the baby Jesus is God in the flesh Who came into the world to save us from our sins.  In fact, one pastor I know told me how he was rebuked for mentioning forgiveness of sin and the cross during a Christmas sermon.  The grinchy devil rejoices!
     Of course, the grinchy devil would have no success if we did not listen to his lies.  But sometimes we DO listen.  Not only do we allow the devil to take our focus off of Jesus during the Christmas season.  We also allow ourselves to focus on all the WRONG things.  Simply put, we are guilty of making material gifts the main focus of Christmas.

     Now don’t get me wrong.  I have nothing against giving gifts at Christmas.  In fact, I think that giving gifts to people as a sign of our love for them is a good custom.  However, in many cases this custom of love has turned into a frustrated obligation on the part of the GIVER and a greedy entitlement on the part of the RECEIVER.

     Have you ever had a Christmas when you didn’t get quite what you wanted for a present, and in your heart you said:  “What a disappointment.  This wasn’t a very good Christmas.”  If we have that attitude then the grinchy devil has successfully stolen Christmas from us.
     What about our fellow Christians in 3rd world nations?  They can’t afford basic necessities like food and clothing, much less expensive presents.  But they still have a wonderful Christmas!  Why?  They know that Christmas is about the gift that can’t be stolen from us.  Christmas is about JESUS who was born to save us from sin, death and eternal damnation.  Christmas reminds us that we have hope in a world that is often hopeless.

     No wonder the grinchy devil wants to steal Christmas from us, and all he has to do is take our focus off of Jesus and the reason He was born.  

     If our Christmas has been stolen we have no one to blame but ourselves because our grinchy hearts have allowed the grinchy devil to come into our lives and take the true joy of Christmas from us.

      But I have good news for you!  Christ won’t allow Christmas to be stolen from you!  If you’re Christmas has been stolen, then know that tonight Jesus is hear to become part of your Christmas again.  Jesus wants to give you a new heart filled with the joy and hope of Christmas that can never be stolen from you!
     First, Jesus wants you to know that Christmas is about the forgiveness of your sin.  We need to remember that.  Many in our culture use this time of year to promote the idea that we humans are basically good people – and giving gifts and putting a few dollars in the Salvation Army bucket supposedly proves this point.

     But Scripture teaches that we have grinchy hearts, that is, hearts filled with sinful desires and thoughts.  All we have to do is examine our lives during the year and we will see how this is true.  All the pain in this world is caused by our sin against God and our sin against each other.  We don’t deserve any gifts.  What we DO deserve is hell.

     However, the Christmas Gospel rescues us from this tragedy.  Listen to the angels once again:  “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.”  
     Christmas is about God’s gift of a Savior who has rescued you from your sin.  You don’t have to fear God’s wrath.  You don’t have to be afraid about going to hell.  Your sins are forgiven.  You will live forever in God’s glorious kingdom of love.
     In addition, once our hearts are renewed by this Christmas Gospel we are then moved to share this gift with others.  There are many people out there who will never have a real Christmas until they trust in Jesus as their Savior.  Just as God used the angels to bless the shepherds, God will use YOU to bless others as you tell them WHO the baby Jesus really is and WHY He was born.

     Christmas is a wonderful time of year.  Beautiful trees and lights decorate our homes and church.  Presents are given and received.  We spend time with dearly loved family and friends.  However, as wonderful as these things are, they mean nothing if we don’t see Jesus and His salvation at the center of Christmas.

Jesus is the reason for the season.

     If we keep our focus on Jesus, then Christmas can’t be stolen.  The grinchy devil CAN take away our trees, our presents, our food, and other things even more dear to us – but he CAN’T take Jesus from us.  You could be homeless, naked, hungry and alone – but if you trust in Jesus as your Savior, you will still have a blessed Christmas!  Remember this wonderful Gospel as you open your gifts, spend time with family and eat the wonderful food God has given you.  Rejoice with the angels, because Christmas can’t be stolen!  Amen!
