12/24/08  Christmas EVE Sermon:  “Stirring Up Intimacy!”

(Texts:  Isaiah 7:10-14;  Titus 3:3-7;  Matthew 1:18-25)
************************************************************************

     Three weeks ago this evening I began a four part sermon series entitled:  “Stirring Up!”  Three weeks ago I preached on God’s gift of covenant.  We learned that God’s covenant is completely different than human covenants.

     For example, when two humans make a covenant with each other the one who breaks his or her end of the covenant suffers the consequences of his or her unfaithfulness.  But the covenant God has made with us is totally different.  Even though God is always faithful to His part of the covenant, He was willing to suffer the consequences of our unfaithfulness so that we might be forgiven and live forever in His love.
     Therefore, we learned that biblical teaching about God’s covenant is fulfilled in Jesus who lived a perfect life for us, died in the cross in our place of punishment, and then conquered death for us by His resurrection.  God’s covenant is about God giving Himself for us.

     With that said, two weeks ago this evening we learned how God’s covenant is a covenant of GRACE.  In other words, God makes this covenant with us even though we DO NOT deserve it.  Therefore, in order for us to benefit from God’s covenant of Grace we must acknowledge the sins that God exposes in our lives and admit that we deserve nothing but His anger and wrath.  Only then will we be in a position to benefit from His covenant of pure Grace.  

     Last Wednesday evening we learned how God’s covenant of pure Grace gives us EMPOWERMENT.  Simply put, the Good News that we are forgiven and have eternal life in God’s love because of Jesus and His work for us – this Good News gives us the power to live the Christian life!  

     Because of the EMPOWERMENT we receive from the Gospel we no longer strive to obey God out of fear or guilt or for selfish reasons.  Instead, the power of the Gospel gives us new hearts that say “No” to sin and “Yes” to God’s good will because God loves us and we love Him.  
     Tonight is Christmas Eve.  Tonight I will conclude my four part sermon series by focusing on God’s gift of INTIMACY.  Now, when I use that word “intimacy” I’m not just talking about a close relationship between two human beings.  Instead, by that word “intimacy” I’m talking about the close, loving relationship that God wants to have with YOU!
     In fact, you could say the message of Christmas could be understood as God giving us His Son to that we sinners could have an intimate relationship with God once again – as God intended in the beginning.

     You see, if you read Genesis chapters 1 and 2 you will find that God created humans to live forever with their One, True Love – and our One, True Love is God Himself.  But that loving plan was destroyed when Adam and Eve rejected God and His love so that they could live as they pleased.

     Scripture teaches that Adam and Eves’ sinful nature was passed on to their children and to all their descendants with the result that every single one of us here tonight was conceived with a heart that does not love God and does not trust Him.
     Now, God could have turned His back on us and left us alone to spend eternity separated from His love.  He had every right to do that.  We were the one’s who turned our backs on Him.  But God loved us so much that He made a plan to bring us back into an intimate love relationship with Himself.

     If you read the Old Testament Scriptures you will see that it is a history of HIS STORY.  In other words, from Genesis chapter 3 forward we read about the history of God’s promise to send a Savior into the world – a Savior who would conquer evil, save us from our own sin against God, and bring us back into an intimate relationship with God once again.  Now, throughout the history of Scripture we see that people respond to God’s loving plan in one of two ways.  

     On the one hand, some people cling to their rebellion against God and reject any attempt He makes to call them to faith in His loving promise.  Sadly, these people lived and died rejecting God’s love – and they will get their wish for all eternity.

     On the other hand, God got through to some people and the result was that they repented of their rebellion against God and trusted His promise to save them from the punishment they deserved so they could live in an intimate love relationship with God for all eternity.  These people lived and died trusting in God’s loving promise – and they will get their wish for all eternity.

     Tonight, at this Christmas Eve Service, God continues to call out to us.  Tonight God speaks to YOU.  God wants YOU to acknowledge that your many sins against Him have only separated you from the greatest Love there is.  God wants you to believe that He has given you a Savior – His One and Only Son who was born to save you from your sins so that you could live in an intimate love relationship with God – now and forever!!

     In our Old Testament reading we heard the prophet Isaiah speak about God’s promised Savior almost 800 years before He was born.  In our Gospel reading we heard the angel quote the prophet Isaiah and confirm that God’s promise was fulfilled when God’s Son was conceived in the womb of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.

     In our second reading from Titus chapter 3 the Apostle Paul describes what our life would be like without God’s love for us in Jesus.  Paul writes:  “At one time we too were foolish, disobedient, deceived and enslaved by all kinds of passions and pleasures.  We lived in malice and envy, being hated and hating one another.”

     Doesn’t Paul describe well what life is like in this sinful world?  In fact, even we Christians can find these evil things in our lives because we still have that sinful nature we inherited from Adam.  

     For example, we are foolish when we trust our own opinions instead of relying on the wisdom of God’s Word.  In fact, sometimes we don’t even know what God’s will is because we’ve spent so little time hearing and reading His Word.
     We are also disobedient whenever we choose to think, say or do anything that we know is contrary to God’s will.  Think about it.  How many times haven’t you thought, said or done something even though you knew God’s Word clearly says that it is sin?  I know I’ve been guilty of this evil more times than I can imagine.

     We are often deceived and enslaved by the very sinful ideas and actions we think will benefit us – but all these sinful ideas and actions do in the end is separate us from the only Love there is in the universe.

     Because of our sin against God, we end up living in malice an envy – being hated and hating one another.  Think about it.  All over the world there are people who despise one another.  Even family members can be at odds with each other.  Wives and husbands; parents and children; brothers and sisters; other family and friends – our sin often results in us having cold, distant relationships with the people we should love the most.

     Even the people we DO love – even that love is far from perfect.  Sometimes we hurt the people we love the most.  Sometimes we’re selfish – with the result that we love ourselves more than the people we say we love.

     I’m afraid that life without God’s love is a living hell.  But I have Good News for you tonight!  God sent His Son into the world so that we could have His gift of INTIMACY!  Because of Jesus, you have been reconciled to God – the God who loves you!

     Listen to what Paul goes on to write in our second reading:  “But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of His mercy.  He saved us through the washing of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.”

     Did you hear those wonderful words?  “…when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared,…”  That’s what Christmas is all about!  Christmas is about God’s love for YOU and the intimate relationship He longs to have with YOU.  

     The proof that God loves you is that He was willing to send His One and Only Son into this world to suffer and die in your place of punishment so that you could be forgiven and live now and for all eternity in God’s love.  Even though God has every right to hate us and reject us forever, He instead chose to love us and give Himself for us.
     The devil does not want you to know about God’s love that shines so brightly tonight.  The devil wants you to spend eternity separated from God’s love.  The devil wants you to live in hell now – being hated and hating one another – and spend eternity in that hell.

     But God’s Good News for YOU tonight is that heaven has come to earth in His Son, Jesus, Your Savior and Lord.  Jesus lived, died and rose again for you so that you could live in an intimate love relationship with God for all eternity.

     Heaven also comes down to earth when God claims us as His own in the waters of Holy Baptism – the washing of regeneration and the renewal of the Holy Spirit.  Heaven also comes down to earth when God speaks His Word to you – His Word that you hear and read; His Word I am proclaiming to you this evening.  Heaven also comes down to earth when Jesus gives us His own Body and Blood in Holy Communion – the gift we get to receive this evening.

     Baptism.  The teaching and preaching of God’s Word.  The Lord’s Supper.  These are the ways that heaven comes down to YOU in this world so that you can have an intimate love relationship with God right now – a love relationship that will continue after death and last for all eternity.
     You see, not only did Jesus die for your sins.  He also conquered death for you.  Just as Jesus’ death could not separate Him from the love of His father, Jesus will not let your death separate you from your One, True Love.

     You can face death in the hope of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting in an intimate love relationship with God – the God who made you and saved you.  So have a Blessed Christmas, and a New Year in Jesus’ love.  Amen!

