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Christmas 2, 2009
Preached:  January 4, 2009 at St. Mark’s, Citrus Heights, CA

Colossians 3:12-17
Has the Baby changed your life?
There is nothing that changes life more than having a baby. Everything about your life is changed when a baby comes into it—your schedule, your interests, your concerns, your attitude—your personality, really. A baby changes a care-free young woman into a caring young woman. And it can change an independent, macho young man into a googoo making idiot.
Our Scripture Lessons on this second Sunday of the Christmas celebration point out the change that Baby Jesus brought to the people whose lives were touched by His birth. Especially today’s Gospel Lesson makes us aware of how the month-old Jesus changed not only the lives of Mary and Joseph but of apparent strangers like Simeon and Anna. And what we’d like to explore in today’s sermon is how the newborn Jesus changes our lives. We’re actually going to use the Second Lesson (Colossians 3:12-17) to think through this point. And we’re not going to think through so much how Jesus impacts our lives individually as much as we’re going to see how He affects our lives as a group, as part of the body of believers—the body of Christ, as the church is so often called.
“Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.”
Children are born into families. And families are made up of sinners, sinners who get on one another’s nerves. It’s very difficult to practice these attributes:  “compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.” It’s difficult because we live with uncaring, unkind, arrogant, ill mannered, impatient people—and that includes ourselves. So the Apostles Paul, in this letter of his, tells us to “bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another.” Bear with one another. Forgive. Don’t carry grudges. “Impossible!” you say. “You don’t know the kind of people I have to live around!” It is impossible for sinners to forgive one another—the most impossible thing in the world. The offending party doesn’t deserve such forgiveness. And the party who should forgive is too pig-headed to do it. So instead of just telling us to produce this forgiveness, the Apostle Paul focuses us on a forgiveness that has already taken place. He reminds us of a person who just seems too good to be true. He focuses us on a perfect person, a perfect baby—the only perfect one to ever be born—Jesus. And He tells us, “Don’t forgive others the way they deserve to be forgiven, but forgive them as Jesus forgave the worst person—you and me.” When you see them in your mind’s eye, and just the look of their faces makes you want to burn with anger, don’t picture them. Picture Jesus. Picture in your mind’s eye that perfect little baby that Mary carried into the temple that day. And then you will be able to say the words that Simeon said, “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace.”
“Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful.” With the peace of Christ ruling in your hearts, you can live at peace with the other members of the body of Christ. “And be thankful.” There is a key to true peace. The motivating factor that leads you to do what you do cannot just be how others have treated you. The Christian faith is not a 50-50 approach to life. It is not a “I’ll scratch your back if you’ll scratch mine” philosophy. No, it is a mindset that says, “Everything has already been done for me. God has already blessed me with everything I need. He even gave His own baby Son to rescue me from sin, death and hell. And so every little thing I do in life is motivated by just one thing. Every thought, every word, every action is a way of thanking Him.” “And be thankful.”
“Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” There is no better passage in Scripture that describes what worship is like—that describes the way believers are to fellowship when they gather together at times like Christmas and Sunday morning. It is a time when the Word of Christ dwells in them in a very special way. It dwells in us when we teach each other and when we sing to Christ and to each other. You know, Christian worship is intended to be a group activity. Many Christians try to turn it into a performance and audience oriented event. They think it’s about listening to speakers or listening to singers. But that’s not the way the Apostle Paul describes it at all. Early Christian worship did not so much feature one speaker, but many of them shared a word of instruction with each other. There was much group singing, and the songs didn’t just praise the Lord, but they often retold in song the story of how God saved them through Jesus. Their services were probably more like our Children’s Christmas Service, where a group told the story. 
You see worship is something in which to get involved, not in which to be an observer. You get so much more out of it if you are involved. The Word will dwell in you so much more deeply if you are engaged in it. Our Christmas services here at St. Mark’s reminded me again of how many people are involved in the worship of this congregation—not as observers but as participants. We probably have more musicians involved at Christmas than at any other time of the year:  singers, choir members, handbell players, organists, pianists, brass instrumentalists, string players, drummers. But think also of all the other people involved:  candlelighters at Christmas Eve Candlelight; we had new Christmas banners made this year; decorators; all the chrismons on the trees were made by a huge group of volunteers; the nativity set was made by one of you; altar guild workers; ushers; greeters; many of you invited and brought guests to the services. We had a huge number of people involved in Christmas worship this year. 
It’s when you’re involved that you get the most out of it. I have heard numerous of you say that when you are a Sunday school teacher or a Bible class teacher, you get more out of the Sunday lessons than if you’re just a sitter and a listener. That’s what Paul means when he says, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” He doesn’t say, “Listen to it.” He doesn’t say, “Attend church.” He says, “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” In the coming year we are facing some real challenges. I saw on the news the other day that the stock market in 2008 had its worst year since 1931, the heart of the Great Depression. Our lives are certainly going to be changed in 2009. How bad it’s going to get is still anyone’s guess. But there is one thing that you can invest in that will bring huge rewards. Invest in the “body of Christ.” Invest yourself, immerse yourself in a place that doesn’t cost anything, that doesn’t charge anything. It’s your brothers and sisters, who gather regularly in this beautiful temple of God, who gather to huddle around and see the Baby Jesus.
We’ve just seen God’s Son be born in the flesh. If this Baby doesn’t change your life, then nothing will. Look at the impact He, helpless baby that He still was, had on those four lowly people in the Gospel. Simeon took one look at Him, and He couldn’t help but take him up in his arms and say, “Lord, . . . my eyes have seen your salvation.” 84-year-old Anna came up to them at that moment, and she “gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.” These people couldn’t keep from talking about Him. And Mary and Joseph “marveled at what was said about Him.”
This Child changes lives. Has He changed yours yet? If He hasn’t, I’m sure He’s going to. We live in changing times. And here’s where the best changes take place—in God’s house—in His temple. The Baby Jesus has arrived at the temple. May He change your life! May He dwell in you richly in 2009! Because then all the changes will be for the better.  Amen.
