WHAT DIFFERENCE DOES CHRISTMAS MAKE?
Christmas Day 2011 – John 1:14
What difference does Christmas make? I bet if you asked that question to 100 people you would get a variety of different answers. Some would be like the little girl sitting on her grandpa’s lap rattling off her long Christmas list.

The grandfather recognizes that this is a teachable moment: Honey, it’s more blessed to give than to receive.       Girl: I know Grandpa, but receiving is good enough for me. For many it’s the receiving that make the difference.                  

Two homes were decorated for Christmas. One was decorated with thousands of lights and every secular symbol you could imagine. The other home had only a simple manger scene in the yard. The couple from the first house looks out their window at the manger scene: Some people have to put religion into everything!  The bottom line is that only with Jesus at the center of Christmas can it make a difference in our lives. John put it this way:
John 1:14: The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. The Message translation puts it this way: The word became flesh and blood and moved into the neighborhood. For 33 years God moved into our neighborhood. The phrase: made his dwelling among us, literally means, to make one’s tent. It’s difficult to be private when you’re camping. Everyone can see what you’re doing. To say that Jesus pitched a tent implies that He wants to be on familiar terms with us. He wants to be close. He wants a lot of interaction. This is the single, most unique truth that sets Christianity apart from all of the other world religions: God became flesh. 

There is an amazing piece of art done by a Korean artist named Elder Rhee. It took him two years to complete the scroll. The artist meticulously drew the picture by hand with a very fine tipped pen. It is not a painting, but a picture created by writing thousands of words with shaded letters. It is actually the entire New Testament written out by hand. There are about 185,000 words on the scroll with an average of a thousand words per line. The letters are drawn so that they bring out a picture of Christ. There are twenty-seven angels surrounding Christ and looking to him, representing the twenty-seven books of the New Testament. The original work was six feet long by four feet wide. The words reveal the picture of Christ as they are inked light and dark to bring out the portrait of Christ. The words have become flesh, a person.  If you would magnify a portion of the work, such as Christ’s hand, you could actually read the words. The message of the artist is that the New Testament reveals one thing — Jesus Christ.      Out of the Word arises The Word — Jesus Christ — the Word which became flesh. God has not remained remote and unapproachable; he has come to us in person. He did not just write us a letter, or send us a representative, or speak his laws from a mountain. He came to us as one of us. What a difference maker for the Christian!   
Max Lucado: The omnipotent, in one instant, made Himself breakable. He, who had been a spirit, now was pierce able. He who was larger than the universe became an embryo. And He, who sustains the world with a word, chose to be dependent upon the nourishment of a young girl. God as a fetus. Holiness sleeping in a womb. The creator of life created. A grandfather was visiting his grandson one Christmas when he walked into the family room and saw the toddler standing up in his playpen, his face red and tear-stained. When little Jeffy saw his granddad, his face lit up and his hands reached out for help: Out, papa, out! What grandfather could resist this plea? He walked over to the playpen and reached down to lift his little buddy out of captivity. Mom: Jeffy, you know better. You’re being punished. Leave him right there, dad.  The grandfather didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t stand being in the same room and not being able to do anything but he couldn’t leave without feeling like a traitor. Grandpa then had an idea. Since he couldn’t take Jeffy out of the playpen he decided to climb in with him. Jesus climbed in with us into our sin cursed planet and became one of us. What difference does Christmas make in our daily lives?
Reassures God Is For Us!
We see in Christmas just how much God is for us.  With Jesus we can always count on both truth and grace.          He tells the truth about our life and our situation, and then His grace causes Him to stick with us all the way.       Romans 5:8:  But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us. What more could God do to prove He was for us? O how He loves you and me, O how He loves you and me,
He gave His life, what more could He give, O how He loves you, O how He loves me, O how He loves you and me. Jesus loves us enough to point out our sinfulness. Because He was full of grace, He died for you and me while we were yet sinners. Because He was full of truth, He was able to pay for our sins completely. 
Shelly bumped the china cabinet and her beloved milk pitcher with a cat handle. The family heirloom fell to the floor. Her husband John a Navy chaplain swept the pieces into a box hoping they could be glued back together.     He took the broken pieces to an antique dealer who did repairs on fine porcelain. It would be the perfect Christmas surprise. Before Christmas John walked into the shop full of hope. It was all in one piece, but he could see fine lines where the pieces had been glued together. The pitcher looked flawed, damaged. Not the same at all. When his wife opened the gift she cradled the pitcher in her hands as though a long lost friend had been found. In that gesture he thought: With each new post (10 in all), we have been restored, our broken places made whole by Jesus love.  The truth is our world is broken and shattered by sin. Jesus is full of grace as we come to Him just as we are, allowing him to pick up the broken places of our lives. He says: You are my child whom I dearly love. I have forgiven you and made you whole. Be at peace. Live in my love daily. Make a difference in the world. He is FOR US! Reflect:       God loves me just they way I am (that’s grace), but He loves me too much to let me stay that way (that’s truth).
When Christians say: Jesus is the way, truth and the life the world says: If that is what you believe then the message of Christmas has made you the narrowest minded, prejudiced people who have ever lived. How do we answer that?  If you go to the doctor & he tests your blood and says: You have diabetes. But, I have good news for you. You can take insulin. You’ll probably have to take it the rest of your life. But it will permit you to live pretty much a normal life. You respond: I don’t want to take insulin. Why can’t I take two aspirin instead? Or why can’t I take penicillin? Or why can’t I take some other drug? Why do I have to take insulin? So he tries to explain to you that insulin is the only thing that helps. You say to him: You are the narrowest minded & prejudiced doctor I have ever seen. He is not being narrow minded or prejudiced. He is being loving & compassionate because the only thing that will help you is insulin. So he tells you the truth.  When a Christian stands for the truth the world may perceive that as being narrow minded & prejudiced, but it is loving & compassionate because it’s full of grace and truth.  

John 3:16: For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. In His truth, Jesus tells us the real story about our life. We are spiritually dead, destined to be separated from Him forever (hell). I am incapable of achieving heaven on my own power, incapable of lifting myself out of the despair of an empty life or releasing myself from the iron chains of habitual sin.  In His grace, Jesus loves me, seeks me, calls me, redeems me, walks with me through the hours of the day, and stands guard over me at night. Jesus is the bridge to God the Father.  I heard that a cookbook had been recalled not too long after it had been placed on the market. Now, I have heard of a lot of things being recalled, but I have never heard of a cookbook bring recalled. It was recalled because one recipe had left out one very important ingredient, and without this ingredient, when you put the other ingredients into the oven, the whole thing could literally blow up!  God has given us the recipe for life. He wants us to have peace and purpose! That peace is found when every repentant heart believes the good news that they have forgiveness of sins through Jesus Christ. That purpose is lived out as we take up our cross daily and follow Jesus. If we leave out some of His ingredients, or stick in some of the ingredients of the world, life can literally blow up in our face. This is why there is so much depression and rejection in this world. There are too many following the wrong recipes for life. Knowing how much God is for us should motivate us to follow Christ daily by faith.  There is nothing more reassuring than knowing God is for us wouldn’t you agree?
Reassures God Is With Us!
Matthew 1:23:  The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel which means, God with us. One of the names of Jesus, Immanuel literally means God with us! How comforting to know Jesus is with us in every season of life, especially the wintry storms of life. One winter evening, a farmer heard something hit the bay window in the dining room.  He went to the door and there were about a dozen birds out there. They were very cold and trying to find a place to get out of the whether. The man had a barn, so he trudged out through the blowing snow to open the barn door. The birds just didn’t understand that they could get out of the cold in the barn. He sprinkled seed on the ground to make a path for them to follow. They ate some but did not come close to the barn.  By this time the man was freezing and ready to give up. As he closed the barn door, he thought:    I guess the only way I’d be able to get those birds to understand is to become a bird myself.   He walked back to the house the man realized that that is exactly what Christ had done.  Jesus experienced the storms of life while on earth, so that we can count on Him while we wait for His return from heaven. He is ever present with us through life’s economic storms, relational storms, health storms or the worst storm of all death of a loved one and our own death.    What storm are you presently in right now? Jesus Christ is WITH YOU in all of life’s storms! Jesus is WITH US    so that we may demonstrate the love and forgiveness of Jesus Christ in our relationships!

A little girl watched her mother & dad getting ready for Christmas. To her, it seemed that dad was preoccupied with burdens & bundles, & mom was concerned about parties & presents, & they just had no time for her. She felt that she was being shoved aside. It seemed to her that she was always being told: Would you please get out of the way?  So one night in December she knelt beside her bed & prayed: Our Father who art in heaven, please forgive us our Christmases as we forgive those who Christmas against us. At times our relationships get strained with family, in the workplace, or with friends. Lucy to Charlie Brown: Merry Christmas, Charlie Brown. Tis the season of peace on earth & good will toward men. I suggest we forget all our differences & love one another. Charlie Brown, whose face lights up says: That’s wonderful, Lucy. I’m so glad you said that. But tell me, do we have to love each other only at this season of the year? Why can’t we love each other all year long? Lucy snaps: What are you, a fanatic or something? Let’s learn to cut others some slack and be less demanding and more forgiving in our relationships.
Jesus is WITH US as we face loss!  Bob and Carolyn Martin run a tree farm. Every year they hold a drawing at the Oklahoma State Fair, collecting people’s names and addresses for a chance to win a six foot Virginia Pine Christmas tree. After each drawing Carolyn saved all the entry slips in a canister to mail out flyers hoping to impact business. Names and addresses piled up over the years and the canister was stuffed. They got so busy Bob just grabbed a handful of slips from the canister that Carolyn used as mailing labels to send out some flyers. Next year at the state fair a woman thanked them for being part of a miracle. Three years ago her husband died from a heart attack. She was driving her daughter home from a soccer game talking about how much they missed him.       A stack of mail was waiting at home. On top was an envelope addressed to her husband (their flyer). The amazing thing about the envelope was the address in his handwriting. It was like a message of reassurance just when she needed it. Amazing how God can use random handful slips of paper to communicate Jesus is WITH US in loss!
Years ago, there was a very wealthy man, who with his young son, shared a passion for art collecting. Together they traveled around the world. Priceless works by Picasso, Van Gogh, Monet and many others were on the walls of their family estate. The young boy became an experienced art collector.  That winter the young man had to leave to fight for his country. After only a few short weeks, his father got a telegram. His son had been killed while helping another soldier get to a hospital. The old man was very lonely. On Christmas morning a man came, knocked on the door and said: I was a friend of your son. I am an artist, and I want to give you this. As the old man unwrapped the package, there was a painting of his son. Tears came to the old man's eyes. He thanked the soldier and went and put it above the fireplace. He told his neighbors it was the greatest gift he had ever received. A little later the man also died and art collectors from all over the world came to buy his valuable paintings. The auction began with the painting of the man's son. The auctioneer said: We have to sell this one first. Someone said: Who cares about that painting? It's just a picture of his son. Finally, the old man's neighbor spoke. I'll give you ten dollars. After more silence, the auctioneer said: Going once, going twice, gone. The gavel fell. Then the auctioneer looked at the audience and said the auction was over. Someone upset: What do you mean, it's over? We didn't come here for a picture of somebody's son. What about all of these paintings? There is millions of dollars worth of art here! I demand that you explain what is going on! The auctioneer replied: It's very simple. Before the man died he left a will. According to the will of the father, whoever takes the son gets it all. Puts things into perspective doesn’t it?
The message is still the same: the love of a Father, a Father whose greatest joy came from His Son, who went away and gave His life rescuing others. According to the will of God the Father whoever takes (believes) in the Son gets it all! God is FOR US. Our past, present, and future has been forgiven in Christ.  God is WITH US through every storm. Our future is secure knowing the best is yet to come. Our today’s can be filled with the hope and purpose. That is the difference Christmas makes! How is Christmas making a difference in your life?  AMEN! 
