December 25, 2005
Micah 5:2-5a
Luke 2:1-7
Who Is Love?  Jesus

Many of you like to leave out milk and cookies on Christmas Eve.  This year I left a note with ours that said Mrs. Claus called and asked if you would stop and get a loaf of bread on the way home.  The scary part was when I went to make some toast this morning I noticed our bread was missing from the pantry.


Good morning and Merry Christmas!  I hope you have been having a joyous Christmas with your family.

This morning we complete our series of messages What Is Love?  Today I have changed the title from What Is Love? to Who Is Love?  And the answer to that question is just a name – Jesus.

I John 4:16 makes the simple declaration that God is love.  We have looked at the subject of love from many different angles over the past few months, but if you really want to answer the question of What Is Love? you simply have to point to Jesus.  In Jesus, God answered the question What Is Love?  John, in trying to describe God, finally just says God is love.  You can add a long list of adjectives and attributes in an attempt to explain God but in the end the best explanation is to simply say God is love.

The temptation that comes with preaching on a Sunday such as Christmas is to try and add a new twist on an old story, to try and find a different insight, when in fact the same old story is still as revolutionary as ever.  It needs no dressing up, it needs no extras added to it because it is as amazing, as shocking, as preposterous, as exciting, as challenging and as inspiring as it has always been.


Christmas is a story of angels and shepherds, wise men and their travels, a king who became so enraged he ordered the slaughter of the innocents, of a world that failed to notice the most important birth in history, of a young couple named Mary and Joseph making a perilous journey to the town of Bethlehem, and ultimately, it is a story about God becoming a person in a new-born baby named Jesus.

It’s amazing, isn’t it, how love is so revolutionary.  Jesus was born into this world, God in human flesh, and nothing could ever be the same again.

This morning, Christmas morning, I want to leave us all with several thoughts about God who demonstrated his love by entering history as the person of Jesus.


God coming as Jesus is a challenge for humanity to notice people.  

I find it troubling how often the disciples failed to notice certain things.  They didn’t notice they were acting against the wishes of Jesus when they kept the children from coming to him; they didn’t notice the point of many of his parables; they didn’t notice the woman who touched the hem of Jesus’ garment; they didn’t notice the Samaritan woman at the well as a real person in whom Jesus would be interested; the disciples just failed to notice some things, and some people.


There are many people who are invisible in our world, and it was Jesus who noticed these people and challenged his followers to notice them as well.  Jesus was the one who noticed the man who was so consumed by demonic forces that he was reduced to living among the tombs in a cemetery with chains and shackles that bound him.  Jesus noticed Zaccheus in a tree, scorned by the crowd that gathered to see Jesus.  Such a strange irony that a crowd that gathered to see Jesus would make such a point to exclude someone, demonstrating to us that it’s much easier to try and see Jesus or be around him than it is to be like him.  Jesus challenged us in Matthew 25 that if we want to do something for him then we are to notice the people that are rarely seen by the world – the sick, the hungry and others who are considered undesirables.  


In Matthew 13:55 and Mark 6:3 Jesus is referred to as the carpenter’s son and the carpenter. Some scholars say the word translated as carpenter denoted a kind of work that really is not what we think of as a carpenter, but as someone who was a day laborer, someone who scrambled to find a daily job by taking any work that might be available on any particular day.  It would be hard, physical labor and that type of person was on the bottom rung of the social ladder.  If that interpretation is true, then Jesus would certainly know what it was like to be overlooked, as he would have grown up on the fringe of society.

That experience, and his great love, drove Jesus to notice and to love people.  He noticed you and me as well – even before we were created.  Jeremiah 1:5 tells us before I formed you in the womb I knew you.  It is a wonderful gift to know that God has noticed us and that God loves us.  It is troubling to realize that God challenges us to notice others.  In Jesus, God has shown us a way of living that dares us to notice that there are many of the least of these in our world that need our notice.  The modern church in too many instances is turning inward to itself, hoping for God’s blessing upon the lives of his followers when he invites us instead to be a blessing to others.

God coming as Jesus is a challenge to notice him.

Much has been said and written about the removal of Jesus from Christmas.  This year, we have even heard that a war has been declared upon Christmas, seeking to remove the word Christmas and replace it with a more generic Happy Holidays.  I am not worried that the word Christmas will become extinct.  I am not even worried about people wishing me a Happy Holidays instead of Merry Christmas.  If a store wishes to use Happy Holidays instead of Merry Christmas it will not affect me or change my view of Christmas.  For years we have complained about Christmas becoming too commercialized and now we want to complain when the name of Jesus is taken out of the commercial side of Christmas.  Perhaps it is better that the name of Jesus is removed from advertising and commercialism.  Jesus did not come to be used as part of an advertising campaign, but to demonstrate the depths of the love of God.  It is certainly fine to exchange gifts, but it is not the end of Christendom if the name of Jesus is not mentioned on a sales flyer from Target or Wal-Mart.

The birth of Jesus in Bethlehem was God’s unique way of getting the attention of the world.  At first glance, it seems like such an odd way of getting the attention of anyone beyond the few who were present at the manger.  There was a small town, a young couple and a busy world that was too busy to notice the entry of one more child born into a poor family.

God has a strange way of doing things.  God seems to delight in doing things differently from how we would do them and in doing them differently from what we would expect.  Jesus said that if someone wanted to be great they must become a servant; he said that if one wanted to save his life he had to lose it; if one wants to be first, they must be last.  Perhaps God does things in such unexpected ways because it is the unexpected that often gets our attention.  Jesus, who had all the power of the universe refused to use it to feed himself when he was hungry in the wilderness.  Jesus, God in human flesh, allowed himself to be mistreated, beaten and humiliated, and finally, crucified.  It was such a surprising way of being God that even the majority of religious leaders could not accept Jesus because he did not fit the way they thought he should act.

God challenges us to notice him and what he is doing.  Singing songs about him and reading best-selling books about him do not necessarily equal being aware of what he is doing.  God is surprising to us because he is so often where we do not want to be and doing what we do not want to do.  He is with those we find hard to love and doing things we would rather not be called to do.  God is with the poor and the outcast, the sick, the imprisoned, the hungry and the thirsty.

When Jesus was born, plenty of people had been looking for God, but few noticed that he had actually entered history.


God coming as Jesus is a challenge to us to love others.

Why is it that love seems so easy but is in reality so difficult?  Love blossoms between two people and shows great promise but can end in bitterness and a broken relationship.  Love for things can overtake our love for people, just as love for ourselves can bury the love we are called to have for others.  


We see in the life of Jesus that love is provoking.  God was simply demonstrating his love by sending Jesus, but it provoked Herod to slaughter innocent children and later brought Jesus to a cross.  How could love provoke such terrible actions?  It is because love is such a challenge to us.  Love is a light that shines into the dark corners of our hearts and our souls and exposes us for what we really are – people who can be consumed by selfishness, by sin, by hatred and jealousy, by fear and so many of the ungodly qualities that made it necessary for Jesus to die on that cross.  

John writes that in Him was life; and the life was the light of men.  And the light shines in the darkness; and the darkness did not comprehend it (John 1:4-5).  One possible translation is to use the word overcome in the place of comprehend.  I like that translation; the darkness did not overcome it.  There is much darkness in our world, but it cannot overcome the love of God in the person of Jesus.

That God has called us to love is provoking to our lives.  Leslie Weatherhead has written The church has always been afraid of being as loving as its Master.  We just cannot believe that “this Man receives sinners.”  Still less can we really believe that he is the “friend of sinners,” and on his own word, loves them as much as he loves the saints.

(Time for God, Leslie D. Weatherhead, Nashville:  Abingdon, 1967, p. 37).


But God indeed loves us all, so much that he became one of us, born into an humble manger and dying on a rugged cross.  God welcomes us all sinners though we are, and loves us passionately and completely as his children.  Enjoy the gifts you have received today, but treasure this great gift of God’s love above all others.

Merry Christmas.
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