John 1:1-14. The Christmas Gift. 

Aim: to encourage people to receive Jesus into their lives 

Intro: You may have had some great Christmas presents, but we don’t always get things we like or want. One joker said “Christmas is a time when we exchange a load of gifts we really like – for a load we don’t want!” I’m sure we’ve all been in a position of receiving an indescribable gift – when we’re literally lost for words when we open it in front of a doting relative! As someone perceptively said, “Christmas is a season of emotional family ties – especially when you have to wear them!” 

A lot of people go back home for Christmas. Has anyone here done that? I bet you’d have been a bit surprised and upset if, when you knocked on the front door, your parents opened the door, looked you up and down and shut it in your face. But that’s what happened to Jesus. As John says, when he was born, he went home to the world he’d created, but his own people ‘did not receive him’ (v.11). He ‘came from the Father’ as a gift, but a gift needs to be received as well as given. It needs to be opened and enjoyed. 

There are different types or levels of gift. 

We can have a gift that looks or smells good, like clothes, or perfume or after-shave. They can make a difference to how we feel about ourselves or our appearance, but they don’t affect us on the inside. 

Then there are gifts that taste good and maybe do us good, like food and drink. They do affect us on the inside, but the effect soon wears off. It doesn’t last. 

Then there are gifts that make life easier or more pleasant, like a new phone with lots of apps, or a new computer. But even they go out of date or let us down. 

Then there are the gifts which can really change your life, but there aren’t many of those. A round-the-world trip is a wonderful gift, if you can afford it, and it may change your life, but it won’t last for ever. 

It’s really hard to think of a gift that will really change your life for ever. But here’s an example: about 100 years ago, in Archangel, N. Russia, was a young man called Evgeny who was brought up in a wealthy family. One day, his father sent him to Kaluga, 1,000 miles away, to buy some merchandise for the family business. While there he stayed with a local landowner who was a family friend. This man’s housekeeper had a daughter called Anna – a lively, intelligent peasant girl, who had been taught to read and write by the village priest. After a village dance, in which he danced with Anna, he fell in love with her and decided he wanted to marry her. But there was a great gulf between them. Not only was she a peasant, she was also a serf, and belonged to the landowner. Knowing that the only way to marry Anna was to buy her, Evgeny approached his host, who eventually agreed to sell the girl and his mother. Evgeny also had to face the anger of his family. But he had such love for Anna, was so certain that their marriage was right, that he redeemed her from serfdom, so that she became not only free, but the wife of a ‘baryn’. 

That’s the kind of gift that Jesus offers us, except that he did not ransom us with money – but with his life. When the wise men brought myrrh, along with gold and frankincense, it was a sign that that the babe in a manger would one day die on a cross to pay the price to redeem us from serfdom, from bondage to sin, the world and the devil, and all that separates us from God. We couldn’t save ourselves, so Jesus came to rescue us. 

That’s why John says that Jesus ‘came from the father, full of grace and truth’ (v.14). Grace is something that we don’t deserve and can’t buy: God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. One of the most encouraging of Christmas letters we received this year came from a friend who lives in Devon, who has recently come back to Church and back to Christ after several years. Her daughter is getting married at the local Methodist Church. She went along, met a friend and was invited on the Alpha course. She says that she can’t understand how they put up with her for the first few weeks – she was so confrontational – but it all made sense this time around. Now she says that the word that sums it up is ‘grace’. That is what Christianity offers and no other religion has. When we receive Jesus, we also receive His Spirit, who helps us to live a brand new kind of life – with love, joy, peace, gentleness, patience, self-control and humility. 

The grace Jesus gives us affects us individually and together. When Jesus dwells among us and the Holy Spirit is at work among us, this church becomes a community of grace – the welcoming, inclusive, generous, forgiving, accepting, joyful grace of God - where the lonely are befriended and the hungry fed – the recent ‘Iheartulverston’ distribution of food hampers is an example of that. 

John tells us that Jesus gives us two particular things: life and light. We are all born physically from our mother’s womb, but Jesus gives us new birth so that we can become children of God, if we receive him. He gives us life in all its fullness. Jesus described himself as ‘the bread of life’, and said that ‘whoever comes to me will never go hungry and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty’ (Jn. 6:35). Jesus does us good on the inside and the effect does not wear off. 

Jesus also gives us the light of truth, ‘so that through him all might believe’ (v.7). We all benefit from the light of the sun and from other forms of light, but the light that the darkness cannot overcome, whether we are out of work, going through a divorce, coping with sickness, celebrating Christmas in a place where that puts your life at risk... the light of Christ gives us hope in the face of despair. He promises never to leave us or forsake us, and he will return to bring in a new heaven and a new earth and to bring an end to suffering. 

At Christmas, when we receive gifts we often don’t need or want, God offers something of far greater worth that we can’t do without. All it takes is to believe and receive the gift yourself. 

Conc: These famous words written by Phillips Brooks in 1867, which became the last verse of the carol ‘O little town of Bethlehem’: O holy Child of Bethlehem, descend to us, we pray; Cast out our sin, and enter in, be born in us today. We hear the Christmas angels the great glad tidings tell; O come to us, abide with us, our Lord Emmanuel!” It expresses what we need to do to receive God’s gift, who is Christ Jesus. So, I invite you to say that as a prayer of commitment or re-commitment to Christ as you come to receive Communion today. ‘Cast out my sin and enter in, be born in me today. Come to me, abide with me, my Lord Emmanuel.’ 

