“Why Christmas?”

Justin S. Holcomb

Christmas is all about God becoming human—the Incarnation. The Incarnation claims two things to be true: (1) Jesus is truly God (because “only God can save”), and (2) Jesus is fully human (because “only that which is assumed can be saved”).  In other words, for Christianity to work, Christians need to be able to talk about Jesus as human and Jesus as divine.

One of the church’s best theologians, John Calvin, says that the Incarnation is God’s supreme act of “divine accommodation” to humanity. According to Calvin, God’s special accommodation to human sinfulness occurs exclusively though the self-abasement that God undertook in the Incarnation:  “God would remain absolutely hidden if we were not illuminated by the brightness of Christ” (Institutes, III.2.i). No redemptive knowledge of God is available apart from the mediatorial work of Christ: “For he assumed the character of Mediator in order to approach to us by descending from the bosom and incomprehensible glory of his Father” (Institutes, II.15.v).
Read Matt 1:18-2:2 (look at what is said about Jesus)

Savior, Immanuel—God with Us, and King/Lord

18This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. 19Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. 21She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins." 22All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: 23"The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel"—which means, "God with us." 24When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. 25But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus. 1After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2and asked, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him."
Looking at the Collects of Christmas (BCP, pages 212-213), we can see these three titles clearly.

1. Jesus is the Lord or King. He shows us God (Revelation). As a baby, Jesus is a King worthy of worship (Matt 2:1). Not only does Jesus reveal God to us, but Jesus reveals what God is like—loving, gracious, and forgiving.

“O God, you have caused this holy night to shine with the brightness of the true Light: Grant that we, who have known the mystery of that Light on earth, may also enjoy him perfectly in heaven; where with you and the Holy Spirit he lives and reigns, one God, in glory everlasting. Amen.”
Soren Kierkegaard’s story about the king who loved a humble maiden (Philosophical Fragments).


Kierkegaard tells the story of a great king who falls in love with young servant girl.  The king, smitten with love and devotion to this young girl, yearns to express his love to her, but he finds himself in a quandary.  The young maid would merely recoil if he were to approach her in all of his splendor and with all of his entourage.  Even more importantly, the king cannot simply pluck the young girl out of her home, because she would not understand the king’s love for the shock of it all.  In short, the king’s love cannot be fully expressed with the way things are.  Thus the king, in his undying love for this lowly woman, chooses to do something rather radical: he removes his kingly garments and wraps himself in the common clothes of a lowly servant.  Dressed as such, the king then approaches the servant girl and clearly commits his love to this young woman.  Seeing a lowly servant like herself, the girl fell in love with the tenderness of this king in peasant’s robes.  Only after their courtship, when he had secured the love of his bride, did the king fully reveal himself for what he was. “For love is exultant when it unites equals, but it is triumphant when it makes that which was unequal equal in love.”

John 1:1-5 

1In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2He was with God in the beginning. 3Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. 4In him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.

Colossians 2:9-10

9For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.

2. Jesus is the Savior who saves us from our sins (Redemption). Jesus is the Greek version of Joshua, which means “The Lord saves” (Matt 1:21).

“O God, you make us glad by the yearly festival of the birth of your only Son Jesus Christ: Grant that we, who joyfully receive him as our Redeemer, may with sure confidence behold him when he comes to be our Judge; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen.”
Substitution and Bobby Cox

In Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, there is the grave of a Civil War soldier. The stone bears the date of his birth and death, and then these words: "Abraham Lincoln's substitute." In the woe and anguish of the war, realizing that thousands upon thousands were falling in his place on the field of battle, Lincoln chose to honor one particular soldier as his substitute and make him a symbol, as it were, of the fact that the soldiers who perished in battle were dying that others might live.

Last year, Bobby Cox recorded a major league record of 132 rejections. He does this to protect his players. "One thing about Bobby is he protects his players," veteran umpire Dale Scott said after Cox was ejected on May 26. "He goes out there and makes sure his players don't get run. He does his job. It's not because umpires are looking to get him, it's because he steps up and gets his guys' backs. Some managers kind of let the guys go. He doesn't. I think that's why he has a lot of ejections. That's a good attribute for him." 
Jesus came, primarily, to die. Robert Capon—“Jesus came to raise the dead. He did not come to teach the teachable; He did not come to improve the improvable; He did not come to reform the reformable. None of those things works.”

Rev 13:8—The Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.

John 1:29—Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!
John 10:14-18—I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me—just as the Father knows me and I know the Father—and I lay down my life for the sheep. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.
Colossians 2:13-14

When you were dead in your sins, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.
3. Jesus is Immanuel—God with us (Isa 7:14, Matt 1:23), who comforts and strengthens us daily (Renewal)

“Almighty God, you have given your only-begotten Son to take our nature upon him, and to be born of a pure virgin: Grant that we, who have been born again and made your children by adoption and grace, may daily be renewed by your Holy Spirit; through our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom with you and the same Spirit be honor and glory, now and for ever. Amen.”
A major theme of the bible is repeated throughout both testaments:  “I will live among them and walk among them, and I will be their God and they will be my people” (Lev. 26:12, Jer. 32:38, Eze. 37:27, Isa 7:14, Matt 1:21).  
Navy SEAL story in Blue Like Jazz, pages 33-34

“Navy SEALs were performing a covert operation, freeing some from a building in some dark part of the world. The team flew in by helicopter, made their way to the compound and stormed into the room where the hostages had been imprisoned for months. The room was filthy and dark.  The hostages were curled up in a corner, terrified. When the SEALs entered the room, they heard the gasps of the hostages. They stood at the door and called to the prisoners, telling them they were Americans. The SEALs asked the hostages to follow them, but the hostages wouldn’t. They sat there on the floor and hid their eyes in fear. They were not of healthy mind and didn’t believe their rescuers were really Americans. The SEALs stood there, not knowing what to do. They couldn’t possibly carry everybody out. One of the SEALs got an idea.  He put down his weapon, took off his helmet, and curled up tightly next to the other hostages, getting so close his body was touching some of theirs. He softened the look on his face and put his arms around them.  He was trying to show them he was one of them.  None of the prisoner guards would have done this.  He stayed there for a little while until some of the hostages started to look at him, finally meeting his eyes. The Navy SEAL whispered that they were Americans and were there to rescue them.  Will you follow us? He said. The hero stood to his feet and one of he hostages did the same, then another, until all of them were willing to go. The story ends with all the hostages safe on an American aircraft carrier. I like the idea of Jesus becoming a man, so that we would be able to trust Him, and I like that He healed people and loved them and cared deeply about how people were feeling.

John 1:12-17

To all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God. The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. From the fullness of his grace we have all received one blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.
Colossians 2:6-7

So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.
Conclusion

The Proper Preface on Incarnation (BCP, page 378) blends these three (revelation, redemption, and renewal) together: “You gave Jesus Christ, your only Son, to be born for us; who, by the mighty power of the Holy Spirit, was made perfect Man of the flesh of the Virgin Mary his mother; so that we might be delivered from the bondage of sin, and receive power to become your children.”

