Christmas Eve Watchnight Service : 2008 : Crailing  [Luke 2 : 1-14]
Almost there … the ceaseless round of sending and opening cards, shopping for the person who has everything, office parties, school concerts and so on : the end is nigh! If there’s anything you still haven’t done, or haven’t bought, for Christmas, no point worrying about it, there’s always next year – if, of course, the person whose present you forgot, or whose invitation to dinner got mislaid, lets you live that long!
Can I let you into a wee secret, and I think quite a number of ministers might whisper a quiet amen to this, there’s a huge sense of relief on Boxing Day!! That’s when we can toss the dog-collar to one side for a while, put our nice new slippers on, and relax – or, in my case, weather permitting, trundle up and down the touchline of a football match wagging a flag and thus spoiling everyone else’s afternoon! Ah, the power!
Now please don’t think I’m just being a bah-humbug. As I mentioned in the Good News magazine, I even joined in the festive spirit this year and festooned the model railway with miniature Christmas lights, much to the despair of the family whose worst fears for my sanity were thus confirmed.

All the good-humoured madness that we know and love as Christmas is a great thing, because it crashes right into the middle of that dark, cold season of winter with a much-needed reminder that all is not doom and gloom. 
For 50 weeks of the year, we get lectured day in, day out, about the parlous state of the economy – betcha Cristiano Twinkletoes Ronaldo isn’t down to his last tin of beans, mind you – or the axe of global warming hanging over our heads – hello, where have these comedians been during this past frigid month or so? – and I have to confess it’s nice to turn off the prophets of disaster and laugh at Home Alone instead. 
Anyone with me on that? Anyone else ready to upend a bowl of eggnog over the next so-called expert who wants to download despair on us? Right! This is where we fight back, with real good news. God loves you. God loves you so much that at Christmas he sent his own Son into the world to save you in every way possible, not least from yourself. At Christmas, God sent his Son into the world to take on his own shoulders all your mistakes, all your fears, all your anxieties, all your aches and pains, all your hang-ups and hurts from long years gone by. Jesus came to set you free.

Free from what, Frank, I didn’t know I was in jail? Ho-ho-ho. Let me put it this way. Would you, in a moment of total honesty, admit that just once in a while you can open your mouth and shove your Size 10 foot straight in it? Would you accept that, just once in a while, you can lose the plot and get into a strop with someone else? 
Now either I’m going to have to cast out a few lying devils here, or you’ll be up here preaching because you’re doing better than me! Shall I ask those questions again? Jesus came to set you free from that stuff. In the trade we call it “sin”, and you and I need sin like we need our eyes poked out with a cocktail stick. 
According to this book which we call The Bible, and I think it’s very likely that you’ve got one sitting in your house somewhere, Jesus who had no sin became sin for us, so that through Him you and I might become the righteousness of God.

As I said to the folks at Ancrum and Lilliesleaf the other day, righteousness is a big word that scores lots of points on the Scrabble board, but what it actually means is that when God looks at you, he doesn’t see all the mess you’ve made, all the times you’ve botched up. No. He sees a son, a daughter that he loves to bits. God must have a massive big fridge up in heaven, because every single one of you has your picture on it. Again the Bible says that you are the apple of God’s eye.

Do yourself a favour. Realise what Christmas means for you, what Jesus came to do for you. If you’re the sort of person who keeps going over and over the past, beating yourself up about every time you might have upset somebody, wallowing in the mud of ancient mistakes, stop it!! You have been forgiven. Jesus has paid your bill in full. 
Or, on the other extreme, if you’re very defensive and quick to point out what a decent life you’ve led compared with all those drunks and druggies and losers, get off your soapbox and realise all that self-righteousness is what the Bible calls filthy rags. Why go out in filthy rags when the love of Jesus clothes you in royal robes of grace and peace? The Bible says he gives us His beauty for our ashes.

I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of ashes. I’ve had enough of guilt and worry and making excuses. I want what only Jesus can give me – a welcome into the loving arms of my Father in Heaven. Knowing that God loves me, every bit as much on my bad days as on my occasional good days, is true security, true freedom, and there is only one way to discover it. Give your whole life, warts and all, to Jesus.

One of my favourite verses in The Bible is 1 Peter 2.24 which says that Jesus carried our sins in his body to the cross that we might die to sin and live for righteousness – awesome, but wait for this – and by his wounds we have been healed. Whoa, stop the bus, big man. You’re surely not saying that faith in Jesus affects your physical health!

Read my lips. Yes, I am. The teaching of the Bible is that God wants you to enjoy life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. You won’t enjoy it to the full if you hang on to the ashes of disease when Jesus, who spent half his time on earth healing the sick, wants to give you the beauty of good-health to serve him and witness to him. 

Inside your Good News magazine is a wee booklet all about that. If you have health issues, do yourself a favour and get the power of Jesus to sort them. This Christmas, be smart, and be free, from all kinds of bondage, from bad habits to bad backs. Faith in Jesus can move mountains, we are told in the Bible. That being so, your irritable temper, or your irritable bowel, are a piece of cake to Him. This Christmas, I urge each of you to receive the best gift of all, the life-changing love of Jesus. Dump your dreary old ashes, whatever they may be, and instead clothe yourself in His beauty. 
