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“The Incarnation of the Word” — Dec. 18, 2016
Titus 3:2, 4–7

2Speak evil of no one, avoid quarrelling, be gentle, and show every courtesy to everyone. . . . 5he saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit. 6This Spirit he poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior, 7so that, having been justified by his grace, we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life.
Hebrews 1:1–3; 2:11, 13–17

2 In these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds.3He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being. . . .
11 Jesus is not ashamed to call [us] brothers and sisters, saying . . . . 13“Here am I and the children whom God has given me.” 14Since, therefore, the children share flesh and blood, he himself likewise shared the same things, so that through death he might destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 15and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death. 16For it is clear that he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham. 17Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect.

Why does Christmas matter? It matters because of who Jesus is. The letter to the Hebrews was placed in the Lectionary for Advent because of what says about Jesus. It does no good to have symbols and candles and Christmas ornaments if we don’t know who Jesus is. 

Hebrews helps us with that. Three important things are spelled out in verse 2 alone: he is “a Son, whom [God] appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created the worlds” (1:2). This is one of the four places in the New Testament where it is made clear that Jesus is the Creator of this world, although here it is plural, “the worlds.” This seems to imply that he has created other inhabited worlds, and that he is destined to be the “heir,” or ruler, of the worlds he created. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says “I have other sheep that do not belong to this fold. I must bring them also, and they will listen to my voice” (10:16). Not all listen to his voice on this world yet. But the Spirit will eventually gain influence over humanity. Then there will be peace; all things will come into harmony; and God will be “all in all,” as Paul says in First Corinthians (15:28). This is a huge idea, and it surpasses our understanding, but it is God’s promise, and the promise of love and peace is what gives us hope and joy, and these are the four Advent themes: love, hope, joy, and peace.

Hebrews says “he is the reflection of God’s glory, and the exact imprint of God’s very being” (1:3). “Glory” refers to God’s power and beauty. And there’s a fascinating fact about the word translated “exact imprint”: it is the Greek word charactēr. Its original meaning is an “instrument for marking or graving”; it comes to mean the “distinctive or . . . peculiar . . . character of a thing” or person (Liddell & Scott, Greek-English Lexicon [NY: Harper & Bros., 1872], 1648). So the Son is the exact likeness and character of the Father, while yet being a distinct personality. This Godly glory and character qualify Jesus to be the Revealer of God to us.

Hebrews also pictures Jesus as Leader. In the second chapter, Hebrews has Christ saying he is leading “the children whom God has given me” (2:13). And then comes that surprising line that Christ came to “destroy the power of death, that is, the devil, and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by the fear of death” (2:14–15). And truly, isn’t the fear of death is a big controlling influence in our lives, creating anxiety, worry, the sapping of courage and joy? What different people we would be if we no longer feared death, if we were confident about our certain survival and healthy progress, if we really believed that those who can hurt the body cannot hurt the soul, the Self! We would see death as simply our walking into another room, or another mansion in Jesus’ realm. That really would be a great release, to no longer have any worry about our real survival! 
Death has lost its sting! This message of peace at the time when we approach Christ’s birth — let it be a time of re-birth for us. 
Now, when Hebrews was written, it was meant for Jewish Christians. Hebrews says “he did not come to help angels, but the descendants of Abraham” (2:16), which means, Jews. So the letter was addressed exclusively to Jewish Christians, something that Paul never did, and one of the many reasons that scholars do not believe Paul wrote this anonymous letter. Still, the text has lots of meaning for us today, even if we don’t fit the original target audience.
Now comes one of the most important lines: “Therefore he had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect” (2:17). Elsewhere Hebrews says “He is able to help those who are being tested. . . . We have one who in every respect has been tested as we are” (Heb 2:18; 4:15). This pictures the Incarnation: the divine Son becoming a human, just like us. He had “flesh and blood,” the text says (2:14). So he knows what we are going through, and he has compassion for us. He knows what it is like to be misunderstood by his family. He knows what it is like to be admired, and also to be despised, to be loved, and to be hated and feared. He knows all about the temptation to grab power and fame, and the temptation to take revenge on those who mistreated him. He never took revenge. Rather, he showed the power of love even while on the cross, extending forgiveness to his killers, and promising salvation to a thief on the next cross. He extended universal compassion. This is a taste of the kind of power—the power of courageous love—that will eventually touch enough human hearts to change the world. 

I may be talking about the future, but I’m also talking about the confidence and peace we can have here and now, when we believe these things, when we experience Jesus as our brother right now!
I want to turn to the Titus passage for a few final comments. It says “avoid quarrelling, be gentle, show every courtesy to everyone” (Titus 3:2). Well, that brings us back down to earth, doesn’t it? But Titus also says some important things about salvation. God saved us “according to his mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, [a] Spirit poured out on us richly through Jesus Christ the Savior . . . [that] we might become heirs according to the hope of eternal life” (3:5–7). While Hebrews spoke of Jesus being the heir of all things, the Titus passage tells us that we will be heirs, too. So even during Advent, the subject is salvation. The subject is always salvation, and God’s gracious, saving love. 

God’s gracious love is not just like a parent’s love for his children, it is parental love. So, can we bring some of this love into our relationships in our families and in the church? Can we avoid quarrelling, be gentle, show every courtesy? Do we understand that Jesus knows how we have been tested? Can we show we know we are heirs of the hope of eternal life? Let’s remember to remember Jesus throughout the course of the day. Do you have certain spiritual symbols, reminders, or empowering rituals that help you? Can you come back to love, even when life rattles you, or frightens you, or distracts you? Because you know that it will. Be ready for it. Be ready to use Christ’s love of you to overcome your fears.
These candles that we have lit would burn out eventually, but God’s and Jesus’ eternal love will NEVER burn out.


