Is This A Great Religion, or What!
Isa 9:6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given;  and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called  Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,  Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. ESV

Luke 2:11-12 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger." ESV

2 Cor 8:9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich. ESV
______________________________________________________________________

There are some things from childhood that linger onward:  our family had a Sunday ritual for all of our life, it began with getting up early and heading to the church early to make sure everything was ready for the service, and then, between services and before music practice, we would come home where my mother always had a “Sunday, sit-down dinner” cooked.  Something that would have been cooking while we were at church like pork loin or a roast.  And when we finally got home Sunday around 1ish, it always took mom a few moments to pull everything together before it was ready to eat, so I'd always go into the living room, hunt through the newspaper until I found the comic section and lay on the floor with my poodle and read it.  

Today, I get my comics on an iPad instead of a newspaper, but I still read them occasionally, even on Sunday afternoons.  And preachers can get inspiration from anywhere.  I'd like to do a first in my ministerial career and draw my title from a comic strip.  The strip is Marvin, the little brat, toddler kid.  In the first frame his young mother has just finished reading the real Christmas story to her young son and Marvin is having trouble figuring it all out.  There are no Frosty the Snowmen and no reindeer in the original story!  And so the lad has a puzzled look on his face as he ponders all that he's heard.  Then, in the next frame, he thinks to himself, “Let me see if I have this straight … Christmas is baby Jesus' birthday, but I get the presents?”  And the last frame shows him with a satisfied grin as he says to himself, “Is this a great religion or what?!”  

I'd like to use that word, “religion” as he used it – not as a particular denomination or of man-made traditions – as speaking to us of our relationship and knowledge of our great God of the Bible.  I agree with the lad and look at someone and tell them the same:  “Is this a great religion, or what!”  There is no question mark on the end of that but an exclamation point!  Say it again, “Is this a great religion or what!”  If you don't feel that way currently about the things of God, my aim is for you to leave feeling that way!  

_________________________________________________

Our text in 2 Corinthians does a good job of taking the real Christmas story and presenting it in just over thirty words.  I have learned that with God's Word it is always a story within a story.  That sometimes ignorance or shallow thinking can read the same thing that I read and yet not glean nearly what they should get from it.  Have you ever been there?  You read something a thousand times and yet someone comes along and begins to speak of it and you stare at the passage as if you are hearing it for the first time because suddenly its meaning becomes obviously clear?  

It's possible to do that with the Christmas story; it is possible to read Luke chapter 2 fifty times and yet if you do not in reading it realize the great truth of what Paul tells us in 2 Corinthians 8:9, then you have missed the point, the story within the story.  It's possible to know facts and yet not know truth – to know that Christmas is the celebration of Jesus' birthday and yet not get excited about it because you don't see the reason for all of the fuss.  I think there are many people out there like that – there are many people who have a dullness of hearing of the Word of God.  It's like a gray mist that overshadows everything in their life and they get excited about virtually nothing, especially when it has to do with religion and God.  “Christmas,” they'll say, “oh, I’ve been to a hundred Christmas pageants and I know all of that.”  And yet somehow I don't believe them.  They know the basics of the story – they've got the wise men, the manger, and the shepherds down pat – but they have utterly missed the point behind it all!  They know the facts but have no knowledge of the great truth that makes it exciting!

People like that drive me crazy, because you only have one life to live, you might as well enjoy it fully!  And that means knowing the truth of a great God who went out of His way to try to get involved in your life.  That's a good thing – a great thing!  And yet some people insist on having church and speaking of God with that dull blanket of gray over everything!  Our text in 2 Corinthians 8:9 is Paul's attempt to reveal to everyone what those who are truly excited about God and His religion already know.  These are the basic building blocks of the Christmas story.  This is what makes the Christmas story so exciting because in all of that, this is what really was going on.  We don't get amped up over sheep and smelly shepherds but we do get amped up over what was going on that sheep and smelly shepherds saw!    Here's what really was going down in Bethlehem:

2 Cor 8:9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich. ESV
Here's the real Christmas story!  Here's something to get excited about, but since some of you still have the dullness of gray over you, I'll break it down for you, today.  The first thing that you need to realize is that you won't be impressed by a baby being born in a dirt cave in the backstreets of Bethlehem if that's all you know.  But you need to start back before that and that it started with this great truth behind the facts:

He was rich!
I tried to think this week of the richest people that I ever knew.  There were some who once said that my father was rich.  He owned about 16 acres right on the lake and had a two-story, very large house with an in ground swimming pool.  He had a shop that was in the back that was something like just under 4,000 square feet of workspace.  That was before I turned eleven and the oil market crashed.  That was before my father became a pastor!  He decided that God had called him to South Louisiana and so we put all of our stuff in storage and moved in about an 800 square foot parsonage that had been added on to four times so that every room was a different level.  He had to sell insurance on the side so that we had enough to eat.  I guess I've been at both ends of the spectrum!

But we never considered ourselves rich, even when I was little.  We had all that we needed, but there were plenty of people in the town of Oil City in the 1980s who were way richer than we were.  We had a friend who had a 2,000 square foot game room on the third story of his house that overlooked a pool, the lake, and his own, in-house racquetball court.  That was cool.  Looking back now with an adult's eye, I realize that the rest of the house was a bit cramped, but he had his own pacman machine!  Pacman makes up for a lot of small bedrooms when you're nine years old!

There was a guy down the street, W.C. Dub Allen.  Now he was rich.  Everyone knew his full name because he had it written on a large silver ball that stood on a huge post just as you came into town on the big curve.  I mean a big ball, like thirty foot around and there was nothing in it – it just said, “Oil City, a town on the ball” and had his name.  He had a fairly decent sized house but it was on prime real estate right on Caddo lake and the main road by town.  He had his own catfish pond equipped with a personal park around it and bumper boats.  And he had his own mid-sized, steam engine train with tracks that ran around the entire property.  At Christmas time, he would put so many lights out that when he plugged it in, Shreveport would flicker.  He owned half of town and more importantly most of the land that the oil was on.  He had his own chauffeur and was driven around town in a lush Cadillac with gold wheels.  And don't forget the train!  This guy was rich!

We had a guy like that once in South Louisiana who had made some money and thought he was more important than he really was.  And he was loud and obnoxious and wanted more than anything in life to prove God wrong in that he could be rich without paying his tithes.  So he would only come to church when he got a new toy that he wanted to show off.  One Sunday, he came to church in a new Cadillac with extra special, gold, spinner hubcaps.  And he parked in the handicap spot of the new church just so that everyone would have to see his car.  And he sat champing at the bit while my dad finished his message and then even while some people were still praying, loudly said, “Now preacher, let me show you a real car!”  And with everybody around he led my father out and pointed to the car and started saying something like, “Now preacher this is what you...”  Only our poodle – because we lived next door and would let the poodle out during services – chose that moment to walk up to the car, sniff a gold rim and hike his leg and fill it!  I guess Calvin the poodle wasn't impressed.  Neither was the guy because he started sputtering and couldn't speak except to say every now and then, “hadsfhuih, that dog!”  And my dad got a stern look on his face and said, “Jeremiah, get that dog away from there.”  But that afternoon I caught him giving Calvin a treat and petting him saying, “good doggie!”  

My point is that those people thought they were rich, but they really were small time.  There's several more levels of richness above that!  I found this out when I worked for a state representative who was married to a prominent doctor in the New Orleans area in high school.  We got invited to one of the Oschner's house for a Christmas party in the Audubon, garden district area of New Orleans.  I walked into this old, civil-war era house that had been tastefully preserved and there were real Remington's – not the copies, but the originals – just sitting out on pedestals everywhere.  I guess when you own six or seven hospitals, you don't shop at Hobby Lobby!

I have since learned that are several levels of rich above that level and I've never met anyone that far up that I know of.  I met Jeff Bagwell once, but I don't think he's necessarily super rich.  He flies first class or hires a private jet, but there are those who have their own private jet and then there are those who own the whole airline!  And then there are those who could purchase every airline in the world and don't bother because it's too much trouble!  

But the baby born at Bethlehem, “he was rich.”  Not in a self-promoting, gold Cadillac and ball sign on the edge of your property sort of way, but really rich.  As in, He doesn't need an airplane because He literally owns the skies!  

This is the wrinkle in the Christmas story that still makes some people's head hurt.  Because we were alive in the mind of God before we were conceived, yet only came into being when the conception took place.  Though Jesus Christ was conceived within the womb of Mary, that was not His beginning, for His fleshly look was conceived in the mind of God from the beginning of time, yet He existed as God for all of eternity.  Some people have trouble wrapping their minds around this and no wonder for it is the highest thoughts possible!  It is the truth behind the facts!  It took most of the disciples a few years to grasp it having Him around day and night.  It took thirty something years for Mary to really grasp it and she was the one there every day, twenty-four hours a day.  

Hebrews 1:3 says this about Jesus Christ:

Heb 1:3a He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. ESV    

To understand the import of those words, you must know a few facts about the God of the Bible.  Isaiah can help us – listen:

Isa 44:6-8 Thus says the Lord, the King of Israel and his Redeemer, the Lord of hosts:  "I am the first and I am the last; besides me there is no god. 7  Who is like me? Let him proclaim it.  Let him declare and set it before me, since I appointed an ancient people. Let them declare what is to come, and what will happen. 8 Fear not, nor be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it?  And you are my witnesses!  Is there a God besides me? There is no Rock; I know not any." ESV

Isa 45:5-6  I am the Lord, and there is no other, besides me there is no God;  I equip you, though you do not know me, 6 that people may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me; I am the Lord, and there is no other. ESV

Isa 45:18 For thus says the Lord, who created the heavens (he is God!), who formed the earth and made it (he established it; he did not create it empty,  he formed it to be inhabited!): "I am the Lord, and there is no other. ESV

Isa 48:11b  My glory I will not give to another. ESV
Let's see if we've got this straight because it seems that God is very adamant about this!  The Lord God of the Old Testament is alone Israel's redeemer and He is the Lord of Hosts.  He is the first and the last and beside him there is no god.  In fact, there is not anybody like Him or similar to Him!  

And then He alone created the heavens and earth the “Holy One” who created the heavens and earth is the One who it can be said, “He is God!”  He is the Lord and there is no other.  And, finally, He will not give nor share His glory to another.”  

And yet in Hebrews we read the entire passage as this:

Heb 1:3a He is the radiance of the glory of God and the exact imprint of his nature, and he upholds the universe by the word of his power. ESV  
One translation says, that He is “the brightness of His glory.”  Another says, “The Son radiates God's glory.”  The only problem with that is that the God of the Universe will not share or give his glory to another.  But that can only mean one thing... wait!  Don't get ahead of me with the truths behind the facts! 

Then we have, “He is … the exact imprint of His nature.”  But there is no God beside the true God.  There is not another.  One translations has it, He “is the express image of His person.”  That when you see the Son of God, Jesus Christ, that you are seeing God Himself.  But there is none besides the One God of Israel and there is not another and He will not give His glory to another.  And He alone created the heavens and earth and sustains them, yet Jesus upholds the universe by the word of his power.  The Bible is trying to tell us something.  A great truth that Paul declared clearly in Colossians:

Col 1:15-19 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.16 For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. 17 And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. 19 For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, ESV

Col 2:8-10 See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ. 9 For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority. ESV 
What the writer of Hebrews was trying to tell us and what Paul was trying to tell us, the Apostle John told us plainly:

John 1:1-3 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made. ESV

John 1:10-11;14 He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. 11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. . . . .14 And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth. ESV
Allow me to read verse 18 in the New Living Translation, second edition, which puts it plainly and nails the thought of the complex Greek:

John 1:18 No one has ever seen God. But the one and only Son is himself God and is near to the Father's heart. He has revealed God to us. NLTse
What are they telling us?  They are telling us that sometimes it takes mortal men a while to come to the full realization of what Isaiah knew clearly even before it happened, that Jesus Christ was not a part of God or part of a God committee, but rather is God, who is Spirit, coming to earth in visible form, taking on the form of man.  The Greek for “the Word became flesh” can be translated as “He robed himself with flesh” like putting on your clothes in the morning.  Just because you put clothes on doesn't make you any less you or another!  Jesus Christ was God become flesh, or as 1 Timothy 3:16 put it, “God manifest or revealed in flesh!”  And Isaiah knew this all along:

Isa 9:6 For to us a child is born, to us a son is given;  and the government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called  Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,  Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. ESV
This is written about the child that was coming to Mary, the Son that would be given.  He would rightfully be called “the Son of God” because God's Spirit is what caused the conception, but as to His precise identity, you need to get beyond just that one phrase, for the Son of God, the child, would also be rightfully called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Malachi would say it years later:

Mal 2:10a  Have we not all one Father? Has not one God created us? ESV
And the implied answer is, “yes, we only have one heavenly Father and only one God created us” but we see in the New Testament that the Son of God and the child given is our Everlasting Father and that Jesus Christ is the One who created all things!  That is why the winds and the waves obeyed His command!  That is why that although Job told us that Jehovah God alone treads on the waves, yet Jesus walked on them in a very clear display of who He really is!  Only God can forgive sins, but hear Jesus' words to the paralytic, “Your sins are forgiven!”  Or, you could just take His words for it in John 8 “If you have seen me you have seen the father, how can you say, 'show us the father'?”  Thomas was not mistaken when he fell down at Jesus' feet and said, “My Lord and My God” he was finally getting the revelation that Isaiah tried to tell us hundreds of years ago that Jesus Christ is none other than the God of glory coming in the form of visible flesh!  Listen carefully to the following quote because it holds much truth about Jesus:

If He is not God, then we are fools to worship Him.

If He is God, we are fools not to!  
And if you realize this great truth, then you can fully fathom Paul's words, “He was rich.”    I'll say!  He created the universe and everything in it!  He rules and reigns from the one throne of  heaven and is the only visible image of God that you will ever see!  Those who are not really wowed by the Christmas story really don't fully grasp the magnitude of who came to earth that wonderful night!  Either He is all of what Isaiah proclaimed Him to be or none of it!  He is the wonderful counselor but is rich enough that He doesn't charge for you to counsel with Him!  He is either the Mighty God or not.  He is either the everlasting Father – of whom we only have one – or not.  He is either the Prince of Peace or He is not.  And He is either all of these or none of these!  But I'm glad I know who He is!  I'm glad that I can read the Christmas story and get excited because I see God coming to earth.  Look at someone and nudge them and say, “Is this a great religion or what!”  

_______________________________________    

Now you are properly prepared to receive the rest of our text:

2 Cor 8:9a For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor,  ESV     
Grasp how rich He is and was!  Take all of the rich men and women in the world and they cannot compare to the means, power, and worth of the God of the Universe!  And yet, 

He became poor.
This hurts our minds because we understand someone making foolish investments or growing slack and tragically losing it all.  We understand riches and we understand poverty but for someone to choose poverty over riches is something that goes beyond us because none of us would ever do it.  But here is the heart of the Christmas story, the richest person in the universe, of his own free will and from his own volition, became poorer than the poor.

Hebrews says that we are less than the angels.  Angels cannot get sick.  They are not trapped by this medium called time and aging.  They do not have to live in a limited existence of a sinful world spoiled by man's hand.  And yet, in the words of Hebrews:

Heb 2:16 For verily he took not on him the nature of angels; but he took on him the seed of Abraham. KJV
How poor did He become?  He came all of the way down!  His prized creation had fallen to the pits and so He came to the pits! 

Moreover, He did not come as an earthly king, although to do so would have been a step down and a great becoming poor for such a rich God as He!  He did not come, born in a palace, but to a Jewish couple – the most persecuted and despised people on earth – and to a poor couple at that.  And no hospital or even bed, but a manger – a feed trough – was His first cradle and oxen and horses, his bed fellows!  

I think to those angels telling those shepherds as we read in our text:

Luke 2:11-12 For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger." ESV
“Sign?”  That's a lofty word.  That's used for great miracles of blind eyes opened and the water turned to wine.  That's used to refer to when the moon will turn to blood and the sun will refuse to shine.  But here's their sign of this great event:  “you will find a baby wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.”  He didn't come dressed in finery, but is being tended by a very young mother and a very stressed out father who are scraping every avenue in order to be able to pay their taxes.  He who knows no limits is bound up with a few rags as babies like and He who fills the Universe has come in the form of a human baby, the most helpless of all newborns in the created orders!  Here's your sign!  The great God of glory who was rich in that He possesses all things has become as one of the lowest of His creations on His own volition.  Man could not produce this, and only the miraculous power of the Almighty, Mighty God, could do such a thing, but beyond that, what an amazing thing that He would even want to do such a thing!  Look at someone and say it, “Is This a Great Religion or what!”  I worship a God who has gone out of His way to make Himself accessible to me and to all!  I worship a God who can relate to me and went out of His way to make it happen! 

To “robe Himself with flesh” He first had to take off His royal robes.  He was still king, but you've never seen a king like this!  He is a king in peasant clothing!  A few years ago, Sesame Street did a skit of the princess and the frog, except when the princess kissed the frog, instead of the frog becoming a prince, she became a frog like him.  This is more like the Christmas story for God became as one of us.  He was still God, yet He became poor like us so that we could listen to Him and hear Him!  It's one thing to hear a preacher say, “God loves you” and quite another to hear God say it Himself after He has come all of this way down to us.  But that's what He did and that's the truth behind the facts.  The facts are that Jesus Christ is fully God come to us, but the truth is that He did so because He loved us!  

The sad thing is that there are many who do not realize who He really is and so they mistake His coming as something unimportant.  As it was in the New Testament, so it often is today that the high and mighty of this world (who are really lowly compared to Him and yet they are only high and mighty in their own sight and in the esteem of shallow-minded men) often miss Him and His importance.  They dismiss the dirty manger scene in Bethlehem. They dismiss the Jewish people and their God.  They dismiss Deity in Diapers, and yet when we see this we are seeing Immanuel – which being interpreted is, “God with us.”  That is why the Christmas story is so wonderful.  Though He were rich, yet He became poor!  And He did so because He loved us!  Look at someone and say, “Is this a great religion or what!”

_______________________________________  

And the best part is the finish:

2 Cor 8:9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich. ESV
Don't forget the last part!  He did all of this that by His poverty,

That we might become rich!
There was a purpose to why He was willing to do this.  So that we might be blessed.  Yes, Marvin, it's His birthday and yet you get all of the presents!  What God is there out there like this?  Find me something to compare to this love and this great story in Islam or the eastern religions?  There is no greater love than this and there is no greater King than this!  Who would willingly give up His great riches so that we who were poor and who had utterly dissed Him yet could be rich and live with Him!  

When I quoted John chapter 1 earlier, I purposefully skipped some verses.  Let me go back and mention those that I skipped:

John 1:10-13 He was in the world, and the world was made through him, yet the world did not know him. 11 He came to his own, and his own people did not receive him. 12 But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. ESV
Why did He come all of this way?  So that you and I who received His coming for what it  really is and who received His identity for who He really is, and who believed in His great name, we are given the right to become children of God.  We are given the ability to be born again, which is to be born of the water and of the Spirit!  A new birth that makes us heirs to His kingdom and His righteousness!  In His own words:

John 10:10 The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly. ESV
This is the reason why He came, to save us, to bless us, and so that we could be born again to become heirs with Him.  Or, in other words:

2 Cor 8:9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich. ESV
This is the “grace” of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Nobody said that we deserved it and yet He came anyway!  C.S. Lewis put it his way:

“The Son of God became a son of man in order that the sons of men might become the sons of God.”  

Why a manger and a virgin teenage mother?  Why swaddling cloths and angels appearing to shepherds?  Why a tax season that fulfilled the plan of God?  Why a ministry and then a cross?  Why a resurrection and then an ascension so His Spirit, the Holy Spirit could come into the inner most parts of men and women?  So that you could be blessed by association with Him.  So that you and I could have a way out of our pit of poorness and sin!  So that you and I could rule and reign with Him for forever!  He came so that you could have eternal life and yet life now more abundantly!  It's His birthday and He was born so that you could have great gifts!  Is this a great religion or what!

Again I remind you of my words earlier about this Jesus who came:

If He is not God, then we are fools to worship Him.
If He is God, we are fools not to!  
There's only one choice for me, for I know who He is!  He is the one who was rich and who became poor for my sake so that I can one day be rich!  There's nothing too hard to obey for Him after I realize what He has done for me!  There's nothing that I cannot lay down after He came all of this way!  Thank you Jesus for coming!  Somebody respond to your King who is the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords!  Believe it!  Act upon His great Name!  Respond to His coming!  And then you'll too be able to say, “Is this a great religion or what!”   

