Watchnight Service 2014 : Luke 2 : 1-14  
It was the beginning of December, and the church treasurer – sorry, Tony! – saw the kirk was heading for a big deficit. So he came up with a brilliant fund-raising plan. He sent a text to every member of the congregation. Hi. Here’s a Christmas message from your parish church. Unless you double your offering, we’ll pass your phone number to every child in the local primary school and tell them it’s Santa’s hot-line.

7-year-old Jordan left a wee note for Santa in his own cute hand-writing. Dear Santa. If you leave me the ipad I asked for, I’ll leave you the antidote for the poison I put in your milk. Nothing to beat a bit of manipulation and intimidation now and again. Except that it’s just about as far from the Christmas message as it’s possible to get. 

The Lord is God the Father, not The Godfather! The older I get, the more I realise there’s no place for threats and bullying from the pulpit. Repent or else, turn or burn, and so on, can never achieve the desired results, however sincere and passionate the preacher may be, because that sort of language does not faithfully communicate the heart of the Father toward His kids, even His sometimes rebellious and unruly kids.

What was Father’s response to the mess we human beings had made of His world, to our signal failure to fulfil the task He gave us on page 1 of the Bible, to take good care of the world He had made and make sure its bounties could be enjoyed by all, freely and fairly? Father’s response to that was not – as His could have been, and as ours, if we’d been God, probably would have been in those circumstances – to drop-kick us all off the face of the planet or turn us into a pile of ashes.

His response was to ramp up His love and grace toward His children to a whole new level, to come into the world in person to show us what human life could, and should, be like. For a time, God became one with us, and just like us, to fulfil His master-plan that we might become one with Him, and just like Him, forever.

Christmas is God’s ultimate vote of confidence in humanity. Now that is one mighty manifestation of grace and faith. Nothing in what God had seen so far in the history of the human race could have given Him any rational grounds to think that things could turn round. From the Garden of Eden onwards, man had demonstrated an uncanny knack of getting hold of the wrong end of every imaginable stick.

With an attitude the size of Canada, the human race responded to Father’s wise and loving guidance with a big : Whatever. Talk to the hand! : and did our own sweet thing. And the history books tell us just how well that worked out.  

But Father refused to give up. We meant far too much to Him for Him just to blow us off, write us off or bump us off. He sent Jesus His Son, born in a feeding trough as a sign that He was the bread of life, so that anyone who believes in Him won’t just perish and fade into oblivion but will instead experience new life, everlasting life, and enjoy that gift of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows.

Christmas, essentially, is about life. When the last scrap of turkey curry is forced down our reluctant gullet, when the pile of Christmas cards and wrapping paper big enough to take out a medium-size tropical rain forest makes its way into the blue recycling bin, when the decorations come down and the Christmas tree lights are packed away with loving care in the triumph of naïve hope over pragmatic experience that they might actually work again next year, when the last trapping of the holiday season is over, God’s gift of life in Jesus is fresh and new every morning.

And, as I said, it is for anyone who believes. Anyone. Irrespective of our background, our chequered personal history, our track record of church attendance or otherwise. The truth is that no amount of good things we have done could ever qualify us for God’s favour, and by the same token no amount of bad things we have done could ever disqualify us. I wouldn’t presume to comment on anyone else present here, but I do know me well enough to be very relieved about the fact that my hope for eternity is 100% in the generosity of God and 0% in any merit of my own.  

The thing is, the God-kind of life that is open to all who believe in Jesus is the kind of life that gets things done, that makes a difference, that changes the world. The God-kind of life is about being like Jesus, and doing the things Jesus did, here and now. It’s not just pie-in-the-sky-when-you-die, it’s steak-on-the-plate-while-you-wait.

I’m going to let you into one of the closest-guarded secrets of the Christian faith, and the tragedy is it should never have been kept a secret. No, not the whereabouts of the Holy Grail, that’s Indiana Jones or Dan Brown stuff. You ready for this? Anything you see Jesus do in the Bible, if you truly follow Him as a believer, you have from God both the authority and the power to do exactly the same. Only more of it.

Jesus fed the 5,000. So can you. Jesus healed the sick. So can you. Jesus made the blind to see, the deaf to hear, the lame to walk. So can you. Jesus smashed down the prison walls of guilt and insecurity and rejection that held people captive and stole their joy. So can you. Now, you hear me say this and you think, Frank must have been on the anti-freeze again. Where did he get these crazy ideas from?

Er, the Bible? John 14.12 : Jesus said : I tell you the truth, anyone who believes in me will do the same works I have done, and even greater works, because I am going to be with the Father. Now, is any part of that unclear? Is there any small print that might exclude us. Nope. And if you are in any doubt at all about Father’s stamp of approval on you as a believer, eat this with a portion of chips : 

1 John 4.17 : This is how love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment: in this world we are like Jesus. God looks upon you with exactly the same favour as He looks upon Jesus, God gives you exactly the same power and authority to do good as He gave Jesus. That’s not Frank blowing bubbles, that’s the Bible. If you want a major upgrade in your life, if you want to turbocharge your future and leave a great legacy for generations to come, you can. Just say YES to the baby born in the manger. He’s waiting for you.  
