“Thank God It’s Christmas”

2 Corinthians 9:15


One of my favorite aspects of the holiday season is the music associated with this time of year.  I took a count this past week and discovered that I have 71 Christmas albums and about a hundred individual songs that celebrate the Christmas season.


I’ve always felt that Thanksgiving is largely overlooked in our society, and so, a couple of years ago, I set out to put together an album of Thanksgiving songs.  I looked high and low for songs with “thanks” or “thank you” or even the word “thanksgiving” in it.  I ended up with about two dozen songs—some by Christian artists and some secular—that I like to play toward the end of November.  The final song of that collection is a tune entitled “Thank God It’s Christmas,” a fitting transition from Thanksgiving to the Christmas season.


Unfortunately, that’s a concept we don’t often associate with Christmas.  Maybe when we were younger our parents would make us write thank you notes to our grandparents and uncles and aunts who gave us presents, but how much of that was from the heart?  We tend to follow the season of thanksgiving with the season of gift getting.


These thoughts were floating in my mind when I came across our text for this morning, which was read for us earlier.  In the ninth chapter of 2 Corinthians, the apostle Paul is urging the Corinthian believers to be generous in giving toward the work of the Lord.  He concludes his thoughts in verse 15, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!”

Some of you may recognize the name Karl Barth, a Swiss theologian from the middle of the last century.  While I take issue with some of his Neo-orthodox views, I was intrigued by a book of his sermons that had been preached at a prison in Basel, Switzerland.  In each message he took a single sentence from the Bible and explained and expounded each word—that was his outline.  This morning I would like to take that approach with this verse, though I am taking the liberty to change the word order a bit.  Let’s consider the Giver, the Gift, and the gratitude we should all feel.  In other words, let’s bring a bit of the Thanksgiving spirit into the Christmas season.

The Infinite Giver


We begin with the infinite Giver, of whom one commentary calls “the greatest Giver of all—God Himself.”
  Have you ever stopped to think how much God has given (and continues to give)?  From the beginning of time God has been furnishing everything we need.  Consider these truths from Scripture:

The Spirit of God has made me; the breath of the Almighty gives me life [Job 33:4]
The Lord gives strength to his people; the Lord blesses his people with peace [Psalms 29:11].

…who gives food to every creature [Psalms 136:25].

But remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you the ability to produce wealth, and so confirms his covenant, which he swore to your forefathers, as it is today [Deuteronomy 8:18].

For the Lord gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding [Proverbs 2:6].

May the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus… [Romans 15:5]


But the greatest demonstration of God’s giving comes in that most famous passage of all, John 3:16.  Just consider the first nine words: “For God so loved the world that He gave…” His love was demonstrated by His giving.


Why do we give?  (Or at least why should we give?)  We give to show our love.  That is why God gave and continues to give to us.
The Indescribable Gift


From the Giver we move onto the Gift.  Paul writes in our text, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!”  What is meant by “gift”?  Matthew Henry explains,

Some think that by this unspeakable gift he means the gift of grace bestowed on the churches, in making them able and willing to supply the necessities of the saints, which would be attended with unspeakable benefit both to the givers and receivers. It should seem rather that he means Jesus Christ, who is indeed the unspeakable gift of God unto this world, a gift we have all reason to be very thankful for.
 


While it is true that God gives us many things—all good things, according to James 1:17—the greatest gift of all [is] the Lord Jesus Christ.
  Many years ago I preached a sermon entitled “The Greatest Gift.”  I suggested that the best gifts we receive could be described as:

· Something you needed (or at least, you thought you couldn’t live without it!);

· Something that really worked;

· Something that was costly;

· Something that showed the love of the person who gave it;
· Something that lasted long after the Christmas season ended.

Any one or more of these attributes would make a Christmas gift memorable, but the greatest gift encompassed all of these.  The gift of Jesus was essential, it was effective, it was expensive, it was expressive, and it was eternal.  As one scholar put it, “Christ is the gift of the Father to the world, far surpassing all other benefits. It is impossible to describe the full measure of this blessing. Language is inadequate.”


Perhaps we have forgotten what a wonderful gift was sent on that first Christmas.  Paul writes in Romans 6:23, “For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  In Ephesians 2:8-9 he adds, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God…”

When it comes to gift giving, we often use the phrase, “It’s the thought that counts.”  I am reminded of a Christmas song recorded by Twila Paris a number of years ago: “When the thought is love, it’s the thought that counts.”  Nowhere is this more true than when speaking of the greatest gift of all—our Lord Jesus Christ.

The Inevitable Gratitude


What is our response to the Giver and the Gift?  Paul’s response was the giving of thanks—what I am calling the inevitable gratitude.  Should we do any less?  A. W. Tozer writes, 

For these priceless treasures we should be profoundly grateful; for them our thanks should rise to the Giver of all good gifts throughout the day and in the night seasons. And because these and all other blessings flow to us by grace without merit or worth on our part, we should be very humble and watch with care lest such undeserved favors, if unappreciated, be taken from us!


Gratitude is very humbling, for in order to receive a gift, we are acknowledging that we are in need of what is being given to us.  We have to swallow our pride in order to receive what someone else gives to or does for us.  In my opinion, ingratitude is the height of arrogance, for the underlying thought goes like this: “I don’t need you or your gift; I can do it myself.”


Most people would never think to say that to someone who gave them a birthday present or Christmas gift, but how many say essentially the same thing to God in light of the gift of eternal life He offers them?  We should gratefully—and humbly—accept the gift of Jesus Christ.


When we do that, our gratitude should translate into giving.  God gave His best; He gave His all. All Christian giving should be a humble and joyful response of praise, worship, thanksgiving, and gratitude for God’s wonderful gift, which human words are truly inadequate to describe.
  As Max Lucado puts it, “We are at our best when we are giving. In fact, we are most like God when we are giving.”


But is this gratitude inevitable?  Paul writes about humanity in Romans 1:21,

For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened [emphasis added].


Part of fallen human nature (read “selfish sin nature”) is ingratitude.  Consider the case of the ten lepers in Luke 17:11-18,

Now on his way to Jerusalem, Jesus traveled along the border between Samaria and Galilee. As he was going into a village, ten men who had leprosy met him. They stood at a distance and called out in a loud voice, “Jesus, Master, have pity on us!” 

When he saw them, he said, “Go, show yourselves to the priests.” And as they went, they were cleansed. 

One of them, when he saw he was healed, came back, praising God in a loud voice. He threw himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him—and he was a Samaritan. 

Jesus asked, “Were not all ten cleansed? Where are the other nine? Was no one found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?”

One out of ten—not a great percentage of grateful hearts.  How often would we be counted in the nine instead of the one?  We have been given even a greater gift than having leprosy cured.  Why, then, is this inevitable gratitude not so inevitable?  Perhaps the answer is found in a parable Jesus told in Luke 7:36-47,

Now one of the Pharisees invited Jesus to have dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisee’s house and reclined at the table. When a woman who had lived a sinful life in that town learned that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she stood behind him at his feet weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them with her hair, kissed them and poured perfume on them. 

When the Pharisee who had invited him saw this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet, he would know who is touching him and what kind of woman she is—that she is a sinner.” 

Jesus answered him, “Simon, I have something to tell you.” 

“Tell me, teacher,” he said. 

“Two men owed money to a certain moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. Neither of them had the money to pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both. Now which of them will love him more?” 

Simon replied, “I suppose the one who had the bigger debt canceled.”

“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said. 

Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet.   You did not put oil on my head, but she has poured perfume on my feet. Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she loved much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.” 

Maybe we aren’t as grateful because we have forgotten just how much Jesus has done for us.  After years of being a Christian we can fail to remember what life was like before we came to Christ.  Maybe we’ve become like Simon the Pharisee, looking down on other “sinners” we deem worse than ourselves.  


In fact, we are all “deceitful above all things and desperately wicked” (Jer. 17:9).  We all deserve God’s judgment, not His mercy and grace.  We all deserve Hell, but through the gift of His Son God has opened the door to Heaven. If we’re not grateful for that, then there really is something wrong!


As we pass from the Thanksgiving season to the Christmas season, let’s tie the two together.  Let us recognize the first and most precious Christmas gift ever given—the Son of God Himself—and let us say with the apostle, “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift!”
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