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Isn’t odd what things you remember about your youth…and about Christmases long past?  Some of my sharpest memories include that moment when my brother and I were about to tear into the packages.  Both my parents would stop us and sternly tell us “Don’t lose the tags.”  We were expected to make out “thank you” notes to the relatives and friends who gave us a present.  Losing the tags would mean we could not remember to mention the present.  Such a mistake would be an embarrassment to us and might end up having family hurt feeling which might not heal until the 4th of July, if then.

This Sunday we stand on the threshold of the Christmas celebration.  The Epistle lesson gives us a spiritual parental reminder to remember whose tag is on what gift we receive.  In the lesson Paul wrote about all the wonderful gifts God’s people receive.  He also places the tag on these gifts, To the only wise God be glory for evermore through Jesus Christ. (Rom 16:27)  As God’s own dear children we desire out of our faith to give God thanks and glory for the precious gifts we receive.
The Reason for the Gifts Is Found Within Us


George Whitefield was a prominent theologian and preacher in his day.  One Christmas season he was invited to the country estate of a very wealthy man.  He along with many other important guests spent the week enjoying lavish hospitality.  For the men there was horseback riding, hunting, and other outdoor activities.  The ladies enjoyed concerts and tea.  Every evening came with a sumptuous meal with rare foods, fine wines, and servants to bring each course.  But George Whitefield noticed something disturbing.  None of the meals began with prayer of thanksgiving.  Many of the men would sit together in the evening over brandy and cigars discussing their personal efforts in making their fortunes or earning a respected place in society.  God was never mention, never thanked, and never recognized.  At the end of the visit George Whitefield took a piece of stationary and wrote “One thing thou lackest,” and taped it above his bed on the wall.  The first person who saw this was the maid who came to clean up.  She reported this sighting to the housekeeper, who in turn reported it to the butler, and so on and so on until it was reported to the host.  He came in and looked at it and wondered what it meant.  Then he realized that God was not given the thanks and glory He deserved.

Why did God give us such precious gifts?  Within each human being is sin.  Sin wants nothing to do with God.  Scripture tells us we are spiritually blind, dead, and enemies of God.  No very complimentary, isn’t.  But it is the truth.  While we still breath the old Adam in us wars against God, wants to take credit for all things we enjoy, and doesn’t want to acknowledge God’s grace and generosity.  A case in point is found in a recent news release.  The scientific community does not acknowledge the existence of God according to their scientific methods.  Yet, they are very excited about the possibility of discovering the Higgs boson, the particle which is suppose to play a key role in the formation of all matter.  They are convinced it exists even though there is no proof.  Ironically they call it the “god particle,” as in God which they will not acknowledge.
  We must be rescued from our stubborn hold of sin.

The Mystery That Was Kept Secret

Like wonderfully wrapped presents hidden in closets or under beds or around ignored corners, their purpose will be eventually revealed to a waiting and expectant audience.  My mother was famous for buying Christmas presents in February, July or September, and then carefully and very skillfully hiding them.  I must admit that my brother and I would try to find them in early December, but rarely ever did.  Unfortunately my mother’s memory was not perfect and sometimes she would say, “I know I bought a special present, but I just can’t find it.”  After my father passed away and we needed to prepare the house for sale, my brother and I found a number of these Christmas presents ingenious tucked away.  But God does not forget, He gives us His precious gifts because our sinful nature needs rescue.  God revealed the gift in His own Son being born a human being so He could take on our flesh and be our substitute for the payment of sins.  God’s plan was hinted at through the Old Testament and then fully revealed in the New Testament.


I heard the story from a parishioner about how their son and daughter opened up a present that was quite a surprise to them.  An aged but very sweet Great-Aunt had sent Christmas presents to this family.  The tags were quite clear who was to receive which package.  On Christmas Day the family gathered to open the presents.  The father received a very fine hand knitted cardigan sweater, the mother received a beautiful flowered silk scarf.  The son opened his present and to his surprise he found a pearl necklace.  He checked the tag, and it had his name on that package.  The daughter opened her package and here was a Superman costume with bright red cape and the suit had built in muscles to make the wearer look like the man of steel.  Well, everyone caught on, the dear lady got her tags mixed up.  But God when he gives us His gift of salvation, there is no mix up.  We receive just the right gift.
The Gift That Never Breaks


Christmas 1958 was not a great Christmas, at least present wise.  One gift I received was air pump rifle which shot out ping pong balls.  My second shot in the living room knocked over a lamp.  I never saw the rifle again.  The Lionel Train I received worked about 15 minutes and then the transformer melted.  A toy robot needed batteries and someone forgot to buy batteries.  While I wasn’t as unfortunate as Ralphie in the 1983 movie “A Christmas Story,” to receive a full length pink rabbit PJ, an Aunt did sent hand knitted socks which caused a rash.  No not all gifts work out.


But God’s gifts are designed …to strengthen you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus Christ…to bring about the obedience of faith…  People like gifts that don’t break down, keep on giving throughout the years, and are greatly appreciated each day of our lives.  So God in Christ has given you such a gift.  So together we can say with St. Paul, To the only wise God be glory for evermore through Jesus Christ. Amen.
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