“What Did You Get For Christmas?”

Galatians 4:4-7


“What did you get for Christmas?”

It’s one of the most common questions we hear in the week following Christmas.  Children regularly ask one another to see what treasures Santa left them.  People may have asked it of us; we may have asked others.  This is particularly true when we’re talking with family members who couldn’t be with us during the holidays.


When I was growing up, I think my mother always enjoyed being asked that question.  You see, my Dad always gave her something to talk about―and I’m not necessarily referring to the gift itself.


I recall one Christmas, after all the presents had been opened, my Dad disappeared only to return with a small, delicately wrapped gift—about the size of a jeweler’s ring box.  Mom’s expression told us that she wasn’t expecting this.  She tore into it, exclaiming something about a piece of jewelry she’d seen, and was this it.  Inside the box was a neatly folded slip of paper.  It read: “If you want your present, look in the closet.”

And thus began my mother’s whirlwind dash to find her gift.  She went from the closet to the basement; to the oven; to the medicine cabinet; back to the basement.  Finally, she located her gift—a particular coat she’d been longing for—in the trunk of the car parked in front of the house.  It was quite a scene, watching my mom rummaging around in the trunk of the car, dressed in her housecoat and pink bedroom slippers!

Dad was a master at such trickery.  In the Christmases to come, he’d do the same thing a few more times.  And of course, Mom had to play along otherwise she wouldn’t get her special gift from Dad.  Some of you may’ve carried out such holiday hijinks—or have been on the hunting end of one.  The first Christmas Felicia and I had in our first house, I tried Dad’s trick.  Felicia played along to get her present, but she didn’t much care for hide-and-seek.  She’s not real big on surprises of that nature.  Needless to say, I haven’t tried it since.


The anticipation, the thrill of the chase, our next-door neighbors kidding Mom about running through the yard in her housecoat―all added to the excitement when Mom told someone what she got for Christmas.

Turn with me to our Scripture reading, Galatians 4:4-7.  In a similar sense, if we listen closely we can hear the apostle Paul asking the Galatian Christians the same thing: “What did you get for Christmas?”  Only Paul wasn’t looking for a list of gifts or even funny holiday stories (since there wasn’t such a thing as Christmas when Paul wrote this letter).  It was a rhetorical question because Paul already knew what they had.  They just needed to be reminded of it.


Paul had visited the region of Galatia and established churches in the area.  The people had received Christ and been baptized by the Holy Spirit.  But word came to Paul that there was a problem.
4But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman, subject to the law.  5God sent him to buy freedom for us who were slaves to the law, so that he could adopt us as his very own children.  6And because we are his children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, prompting us to call out, “Abba, Father.”  7Now you are no longer a slave but God’s own child.  And since you are his child, God has made you his heir.

It seems that even though the Galatian Christians had accepted Jesus Christ through Paul’s preaching, they were being persuaded by others that Jesus wasn’t enough.  There was a group of people called “Judaizers”—Gentiles who had converted to the Jewish faith.  The Galatian natives themselves hadn’t been Jews nor followed the Jewish law.  They had formerly been pagans, worshiping the various gods and goddesses of the Roman Empire.  The Judaizers were going around saying that the Galatian Christians needed to keep the law—the Torah—in addition to following Jesus. “Since Jesus was a Jew,” they’d argue, “and since he obeyed the law, you need to follow the law, too.”  In essence, they were saying that Christ wasn’t enough.  The Torah should be kept in addition to following Jesus.

Paul had sharp words for his Galatian friends who were caving in to the Judaizers: In Galatians 1:6 he said I am shocked that you are turning away so soon from God…  And later on in Galatians 3:1 he noted, Oh, foolish Galatians!  What magician has cast an evil spell on you?  For you used to see the meaning of Christ’s death as clearly as though I had shown you a signboard with a picture of Christ dying on the cross.  Paul acknowledged they’d been on the right path, but were now being led astray.

So Paul explored the issue of whether or not Jesus was enough.  He told them that being under the law was similar to being a slave—someone who was obligated to do exactly what was commanded.  No wiggle room, no free passes.  Paul said in Galatians 3:24 that…the law was our guardian and teacher to lead us until Christ came.  But after Christ came and fulfilled all the requirements of the law, the guardian was no longer necessary.  In other words, the law helped keep us in line until we could be justified by faith in Jesus Christ.

Look at our Scripture reading: But when the right time came, God sent his Son, born of a woman, subject to the law.  God sent him to buy freedom for us who were slaves to the law, so that he could adopt us as his very own children.”  It’s what we celebrate at Christmas: Jesus intentionally entered our world, became a prisoner to the law’s requirements along with us, in order to set us free.  Go back and read the book of Deuteronomy and see what the penalty was for not following God’s laws and commands.  It meant adversity and death.  Jesus willingly accepted that adversity and death on behalf of those who couldn’t faithfully keep the law.  He did for us what we couldn’t do ourselves.

By living in obedience to the law, Jesus made it possible for us to be adopted into God’s family.  And God has given us the Holy Spirit who cries, “Abba!  Father!”—which is the assurance of our identity in the family of God.  “Abba,” as you know, was a term of deep intimacy.  It was the cry of a young child for his or her daddy.  If a child cries out loudly for mommy or daddy, what happens?  The parents respond immediately and tenderly to the need.  And that’s exactly what our heavenly Father does: he responds to our needs because we’re his adopted children.

In the process of adoption, parents have the special privilege of choosing who they want to adopt.  Biological parents have no control over whether a child is born male or female.  But in adoption, parents do not face that barrier.  The choice is theirs.

Felicia and I had a unique adoption experience when we lived in Virginia, before I went to seminary.  The church we attended at the time had an “adopt-a-college-student” ministry.  People in the church would adopt a student or two from the local college and would welcome them into their families for a semester or more.

We adopted a young lady for three years.  We invited her over to dinner or took her out to eat.  We sent her cards and care packages in the mail.  We called her and prayed for her.  We helped her move in at the beginning of the school year and out at the end.  And we supported her during the hard times.  For all intents and purposes, we considered Connie a member of our family, and we routinely introduced her as our “adopted daughter.”  When she’d see us, she called us “Mom” and “Dad,” a playful exchange, but one which held meaning for her.  You see, her own family background was troubled, and we were able to be examples of father and mother that she hadn’t always had.  She became a part of us, and our family was richer and deeper because of it.  So it is with God.  He chose us.  We did not choose him.  And his family is much richer and deeper because of each of us.

Paul said that if we’re children of God, adopted into God’s family, then we’re no longer slaves.  We’re not bound to fulfill the law.  Jesus did that for us.  And God has given us the Holy Spirit as a witness that we’re indeed his precious children.  The Spirit is our seal of a new relationship with God.


So we can say with confidence—just as Paul told the Galatians—that Jesus is indeed enough!  More than enough, in fact!  We cannot add anything to our adopted status.  We can’t make it any better than God has already said it is.  We must simply embrace this amazing, undeserved gift of grace and live daily in it.


Paul told the Galatian Christians that they got Jesus for Christmas; therefore, they had no reason to place themselves under the obligations of the law.  Christ was indeed enough.  He’d already done everything that was needed.  They’d be foolish―and would be enslaving themselves all over again―if they tried to supplement the work of Christ with anything else.
As for you and I, that’s what we got for Christmas as well.  We have the presence of God’s Spirit in our lives as a testimony that we’ve been adopted.  We have a new family, a new hope, a new purpose.

So when someone asks “What did you get for Christmas?” remember that they, too, received the greatest of all gifts—and they may not even realize it.  There are many people—even those who call themselves Christians—who think and act and live like slaves.  If someone asks you what you got for Christmas, think past the gift cards and clothes and visits from family.  Think about the birth of a baby who grew up to do what we couldn’t do for ourselves—and who paid a price we couldn’t afford—so that we might belong to the family of God, and help show others the way to the joy we’ve been given.

Amen.
And now we’re going to take part in what is known as John Wesley’s Covenant Renewal service.  A Covenant Renewal is a way for Christians to pause, reflect and renew their commitment to Jesus Christ.  Since this is the first Sunday of 2021, I felt this would be a good time for us to do this.  We’ll be reaffirming our covenant with God in preparation for the year ahead of us.  You’ll need the insert in your bulletin.  Please join me and read aloud those parts in bold type, thinking about what you’re saying and the vows you’re renewing before God…
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