“WHAT I DID FOR LOVE”
A Christmas With Glee

Christmas Eve, 2010
At the end of the first episode of the second season of the TV show “Glee,” the Rachel character sings a song that was originally from the musical “A Chorus Line” called “What I Did For Love.”  It’s quite a sweet song, sung so beautifully, as always, by Lea Michelle, who plays Rachel on the show.  Here’s just a snippet of the song:
Play first 1:15 of “What I Did For Love”

The song ends with these words: “Won’t forget, can’t regret, what I did for love.”   It’s not a Christmas song, by any stretch of the imagination.  But it certainly could be.  I can picture God singing those words – “won’t forget, can’t regret, what I did for love.”  God does sing, you know.  He is, after all, the author of music, the one who created song, the one who gave us the ability to write music and to sing songs, the one who designed our hearts so that music touches us like almost nothing else.  The prophet Zephaniah wrote these words about our God: “The Lord your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.” (Zephaniah 3:17)  And while I can’t tell you what God sings when he sings over us, I suspect that these words capture at least part of what God feels – “won’t forget, can’t regret, what I did for love.”
We will never forget what God did for love.  That’s why we’re here tonight, on Christmas Eve.  There’s lots of other place we could be right now, lots of other things – good things – we could be doing.  But we came here at this time to take a few minutes to make sure we don’t forget what God did because he loves us.

So just what did he do?  Well, to appreciate what God did for us at Christmas, we have to start by considering the problem God was trying to solve.  A couple of Christmas Eve’s ago we showed a video of a bunch of men who were in a literal doghouse.  The video was one of a series of fairly hilarious commercials for jewelry put out by JC Penney.  You can find them for yourself by going to YouTube and simply entering the search word “doghouse.” The way these men got in the doghouse in these commercials was buying inappropriate gifts for their wives on special occasions, such as Christmas.  One man got sent to the doghouse because he bought his wife a really nice vacuum cleaner – a dual bag vacuum, in fact.  My theory is that he wouldn’t have been sent to the doghouse if instead of a dual bag vacuum he had paid a little more and purchased a bagless vacuum … but I could be wrong.  Another man gave his wife a robe – a really nice robe from a really nice hotel.  Another man gave his wife a beer-making machine, another a sort of creepy-looking wooden doll that the man foolishly said he gave his wife because it “looked like her.”
Every one of us here knows what it’s like to be in the doghouse.  Husbands probably spend far more time there than anyone, but from time to time we’ve all done time in the doghouse.  And according to the commercial, getting out of the doghouse is really a pretty simple thing – costly, but simple.  You just buy your wife a diamond.  In fact, let’s just test out this theory.  Now as your pastor, I am hoping the theory is wrong. I am hoping that you ladies would never be so shallow as to let your husband or boyfriend out of the doghouse simply because he gave you a diamond.  It’s just a sparkling rock, after all.  It’s not like it’s a 55 inch HD TV that you can enjoy for hours on end.  It just sits there on your finger or your ears.  You can’t surf the Internet with it.  It doesn’t keep you warm when you’re cold.  So just by a show of hands, how many of you ladies would let your man out of the doghouse if he merely bought you an expensive diamond?  Interesting.  
So here’s the problem God was trying to solve.  According to the Bible, because of our sin, we are all in God’s doghouse.  Actually, that just scratches the surface of our problem, because in reality the problem is far worse than that.  Here’s how the Bible describes our problem: “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins.” (Ephesians 2:1)  Our problem isn’t that our sin just puts us in the doghouse; our problem is that our sin makes us spiritually dead.  Romans 6:23 puts it like this: “For the wages of sin is death …”   The doghouse isn’t our problem; death is our problem.  Notice that the Bible doesn’t say, “You were in the doghouse because of your transgressions and sins.”  It says, “You were dead because of your sin.”

That’s a big problem, and Christmas, we will see, is the beginning of God’s answer to that very big problem. Now let’s think about this.  How do you save someone who is dead?  Would it help a dead man to explain to him how to live better?  Of course not.  When my Dad died from a heart attack at the age of 54 I was permitted to spend a few minutes alone with his dead body as it was lying on the floor just outside his home office.  Dad had smoked for 40 years.  Although he had once been a Marine, I never saw him exercise.  He ate all sorts of fatty foods.  In many ways he had been for many years a heart attack waiting to happen.  Would it have been of any value to my Dad for me to sit there next to his dead body and to explain to him how to live a healthier life, to explain to him that smoking is bad for him, that he needs to exercise, that he needs to eat healthier?  Of course not, because my Dad wasn’t in the doghouse; my Dad was already dead, and dead men don’t need an explanation.
So how about this – how about if I showed my Dad an example of how to live healthier?  What if I pulled out a carrot and some broccoli and ate it in front of my Dad as an example of a healthy diet?  Would that have been of any help at all?  Of course not, because my Dad wasn’t in the doghouse; my Dad was dead, and dead men don’t need an example.

Because of our sin, the Bible says, we had a very big problem.  Because of our sin, we were dead.  And because we were dead, we didn’t need God to come to earth in the person of Jesus to explain how to live better, nor did we need God to come to earth in the person of Jesus to be an example of how to live better.  We didn’t need someone to save us from the doghouse; we needed someone to save us from death.  And that, the Bible tells us, is why God became one of us in the person of his Son Jesus on that first Christmas.  God entered into our world at Christmas in order to solve a very big problem, a problem we couldn’t solve for ourselves.

In our Bibles there is a song older than any of our favorite Christmas carols, recorded in the New Testament letter of Philippians.  We don’t know the music, but here are the words, words that help explain what Christmas is all about:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:  Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!  (Philippians 2:5-8)
Notice just what God through Jesus did at Christmas, when God took on human flesh – he made himself nothing; he took the nature of a servant; he humbled himself; he became obedient to death.  At Christmas God became a man so he could solve a very big problem, the problem of our sin.  Christmas is when God entered into our world in a human body so he could die on the cross to pay the penalty for our sin and save us from death.  And when God looks back on what he did at Christmas and at Calvary, when he considers the high cost of redeeming us from our sin, I think this is what God might say – “won’t forget, can’t regret, what I did for love.”  God became man in the person of the baby Jesus for love.  God suffered and died on the cross for my sin and yours in the person of Jesus for love.  
But there’s more to the story.  Jesus not only died on the cross; Jesus rose from the dead.  After all, that’s the problem – we were dead in our sins, and we needed someone to defeat death in order to deliver us from our sins.  That’s why the Prophet Mohammad can’t help us.  That’s why the Buddha can’t help us – they’re still dead.  But Jesus not only died for our sin; Jesus came back to life.  And because he did, Jesus is able to raise to life we who were dead in our sin.  Here’s how the Bible puts it, back in Ephesians 2: “But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved. And God raised us up with Christ …” (Ephesians 2:4-6) Through Jesus we who were dead in our sins have been made alive.
Some of you, I know, are fans of “The Lord of the Rings” trilogy.  You probably remember the scene near the end when Sam Gamgee discovers that his friend Gandalf was not, as he believed, dead, but was in fact alive.  Here’s what Sam says, in a moment of great joy: “I thought you were dead! But then I thought I was dead myself! Is everything sad going to come untrue?”  

Because of Jesus, the answer to that question is a resounding “Yes!”  Because of Jesus, everything sad is going to come untrue.  The angels said it like this on that first Christmas night: “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.” (Luke 2:10-11)  Don’t be afraid, the angel says, because beginning tonight, everything sad is going to come untrue.  Tonight a Savior has been born into the world, one who will save you from your sin and who will put an end to your sorrow.  Tonight is a night of great joy; it is Christmas with glee.  Because beginning tonight, everything sad is coming untrue.
  It had been four days of incredible sadness earlier this year for two parents of an eleven-year-old special needs fifth-grade girl named Nadia Bloom.  Nadia had been diagnosed with an autism-related disorder called Asperger’s syndrome.  And one Friday afternoon last spring Nadia decided to go hiking by herself in the dense swampland not far from her Florida home.  For three days the police and numerous volunteers had combed the area looking for Nadia, to no avail.  The area where she had gone hiking was an extremely inhospitable area for anyone, let alone an eleven-year-old special needs youngster, the swampland being home to thousands of alligators, snakes, and poisonous insects.  So after three days, the police scaled back their efforts and asked all the volunteers to put an end to the search.  They didn’t want to lose more people in the effort to find a lost girl for whom there seemed to be little hope.  
But one man decided not to listen to the authorities.  His name was James King; he was a defense contractor, a father of five, and a devout Christian who attended the same church as did Nadia and her family.  So in the pre-dawn hours of day 4, King packed his backpack with trail mix, protein drinks, an apple, two cell phone, his GPS device, and a roll of toilet paper, and headed out into the swamp in search of a lost girl that most others had given up for dead.

As he trudged through the swamp, King prayed for guidance and quoted Bible verses.  One of the verses he quoted was from Proverbs 3: “Trust in the Lord with all your heart … and he will make your paths straight.”  So King kept walking straight, and he kept praying.  Every once in awhile he would call out Nadia’s name, but time after time his call went unanswered.  Then, as he continued on a straight course, he saw a dry patch in the middle of the swamp.  He called out, “Nadia!”  And then the answer: “What?”  Not “Here I am” or “Over here” – just “What?”  King slogged his way over to where he heard the voice, and there he found Nadia sitting on a log, polka-dotted with insect bites from head to toe.  He gave Nadia some of the food he had packed; she was grateful for what he had, but expressed her disappointment that he didn’t bring any M&Ms.  King called 9-1-1, as well as Nadia’s family.  Authorities were able to triangulate his position using his cell phone.  It took them three hours to get to King and Nadia, and even using GPS had trouble locating them until they saw the toilet paper King had used to mark the area with a large X.  They then loaded Nadia on to a stretcher, which King helped carry for two hours out through the swampland to her waiting parents.  The daughter they thought was dead was alive.  Their little girl had been saved.  Everything sad was coming untrue.  
At great cost to himself, our King came to earth on that first Christmas night to save we who were dead in our sins.  If we were to ask him if it were worth the sacrifice, if we were worth the sacrifice, I’m sure the King’s answer would be quick – “won’t forget, can’t regret, what I did for love.”  And because of what God did for us through the person of his Son Jesus, because of Christmas, everything sad is going to come untrue.  The sadness of losing someone we loved this last year is, in the resurrection that awaits us, going to come untrue.  The sadness of broken dreams and failed relationships and sick bodies, that sadness is temporary, because through Jesus everything sad is going to come untrue.  And it all starts tonight; it all begins at Christmas, with the announcement of the angels that today in the town of David a Savior has been born to us – he is Christ the Lord.
It is our tradition at Cornerstone to celebrate Communion together at our Christmas Eve service.  By the way, do you know why we call this “communion?”  It comes from a verse in Paul’s letter to the church Corinth.  In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul says, “Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.” (1 Corinthians 10:16-17)  That word “participation” has also been translated as “communion” or as “partnership” or as “fellowship.”  It’s the Greek word “koininia,” a word we usually use when we talk about being in community or partnership with each other as fellow believers.  In other words, we call this celebration communion because when we take the bread and we take the cup, we are in communion or in partnership with Jesus.  In a real way, we are participating in his death on the cross for our sin.  When we take communion, we enter into fellowship with Jesus in a deeper way.  As Romans 6 puts it, we died with Christ to our sin, and we rose with Christ to new life.  
So that’s why we call this celebration “communion” – it is a time for us to connect our lives with the life of our Lord and with what he did for us on the cross.  And it’s also a time, as Paul points out in verse 17, for us to acknowledge that we who are many are one body in Christ.  We don’t take communion all by ourselves in the privacy of our homes; we do it together, as a picture of our connection to and need for each other.  
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