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SUMMARY
Nearly every parent knows the frustration of buying Christmas gifts that sit unused while the empty boxes become the child’s source of joy. How should we use the gift of salvation that we have received in Jesus?

AT A GLANCE
Paul describes the ultimate gift we have received in the grace of Jesus Christ. In the midst of all the buying and wrapping at Christmas, it’s easy to forget that it’s a gift that must be used in order to realize its transformational power … and the way we live our lives is the best thank-you card to the one who gave it. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “If Christmas Came Tomorrow,” December 24, 2014. 

There’s nothing like a little Christmas morning chaos. Seeing children bound down the stairs wide-eyed at the colorfully wrapped presents under the tree is something to which every parent looks forward (coffee in hand at that early hour, of course). There’s the inevitable flurry of wrapping paper flying in all directions, the squeals of joy, the flashing lights and sounds of those new electronic devices, or the latest cool toy — all of which have become the expectation for an American Christmas. 
But there’s also the inevitable letdown once the wrapping paper is cleaned up and the toys and other ephemera are sorted out. Every year it seems like the truth is revealed that not all Christmas gifts are equal. That toy that a child pined for over the course of months is suddenly left sitting in a corner while he plays with the box it came in. That expensive gift you put a lot of thought into for your loved one is now set aside and forgotten. While they may be appreciated, there are always a few gifts that are just never put to use.
A survey of parents in the U.K. estimated that approximately 25% of the gifts given to children at Christmas are never used, thus there’s been a push to give kids fewer — but more meaningful — gifts. In terms of real money, that’s more than a billion British pounds worth of gifts that don’t make the cut. And that doesn’t count all the gifts that adults might give to one another that are quietly donated to the local thrift store or regifted to another unsuspecting person the following year. 
The best gifts are always those that elicit a practical response, whether that be regular enjoyment or regular use. Thank-you cards are still the standard response to receiving any gift, acknowledging the relational capital that has been transacted in both giving and receiving. But the greatest thank-you a giver can receive is seeing the gift become a regular part of the recipient’s life. When that happens, the relationship between the giver and the receiver is strengthened and there’s an anticipation that more gifts may be exchanged between them in the future. 
Of course, the very reason we give gifts at Christmas time is because of the gift the world received in Jesus Christ. Some would say it’s because the Magi gave gifts to Jesus (which is technically more of an Epiphany thing), but we associate this holiday with gift-giving more than any other. Curiously, however, we tend to celebrate this divine gift by giving gifts to one another instead of considering what response we might offer to the ultimate Giver. In the midst of all the buying, wrapping, and regifting, it’s easy for us to forget that the gift of grace we have received in Christ is one designed for everyday use, and that our best thank-you card to the Giver is to use it! 
The Greek word for “grace” is the same word used for “gift” (charis). Usually, we think of this gift as being “free” and coming to us without any strings attached, much like a little child receives a Christmas gift and is expected to give nothing in return. Indeed, God’s grace is “free” in that it is given without consideration for the worthiness of the recipient. God offers the free gift of grace to all, the divine Giver lavishing his favor on his children. This gift of grace is unconditional in that it doesn’t depend on one’s status or good works to receive it — not a Santa Claus-y type of grace in which only the good little boys and girls are offered it and the naughty get lumps of coal. 
Grace is unconditional in the giving, but it is also a gift designed to be opened, used daily, enjoyed and treasured. It’s the kind of gift given for the benefit of altering one’s life. In that sense, it’s also a conditioning gift … the sort of gift that changes the relationship between the giver and receiver and conditions the receiver into a new way of living. As New Testament scholar John Barclay says in his book Paul and the Power of Grace, “This grace is free (unconditioned) but not cheap (without expectations or obligations).” 
This is the way Paul describes the gift in his letter to Titus, which is the New Testament reading for Christmas Eve. Luke gives us a beautiful story of the first Christmas, the arrival of Jesus, and the song of the angels. Isaiah describes the gift given in a child born for us. But Paul’s short admonition reminds Titus and those of us gathered on Christmas Eve to remember, to celebrate, and to use the gift of grace we have been given.
“For the grace of God [the gift of God] has appeared, bringing salvation to all,” Paul writes (Titus 2:12). Paul connects to what he had been writing to Titus about in the previous verses, giving instruction to different populations in the church to teach and act in ways that are “consistent with sound doctrine” (v. 1). Each of the different groups are to reflect a way of life that will not “discredit” the word of God (v. 5), that will prevent their opponents from having anything evil to say about them (v. 8), and that will reveal them as “an ornament to the doctrine of God our Savior” (v. 10). The reason they are to live this way is because “the grace of God has been revealed” and the gift of God must be used not only for their benefit but for the benefit of the world and particularly for those who have yet to receive God’s offer of the gift of salvation in Christ. 
The gift of grace is thus conditioning, “training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly” (v. 12). It’s the kind of gift that causes followers of Christ to lay aside the kind of useless and temporal gifts the world offers as shiny inducements to happiness and instead reorder their lives after the pattern of the Gift. The appearance of Christ as the world’s ultimate gift was not just for salvation at some future time or at one’s death, but for full salvation now — a life that finds its happiness and security in being patterned after the image of God, the image of Christ in which we were created. A life that receives, opens, and uses the gift of grace in the present can anticipate an even greater gift in the future: “the blessed hope and the manifestation of the glory of our Great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (v. 13). The One who came as a tiny gift in a Bethlehem manger will come again as a gift that the whole world will acknowledge, and those who have been conditioned by the original gift will be even more blessed and rewarded by the next! 
Christ is the ultimate Gift, the One who “gave himself for us that he might redeem us from all iniquity” (v. 14). We had done nothing to deserve the gift, nor could we do anything to be worthy enough to receive it. He offers himself to us unconditionally, humbling himself as a servant, a slave, and being obedient to the point of death on a cross for us, as Paul says in Philippians 2. And yet this gift is not given simply to be enjoyed, shelved, or set aside for some later time. It is a conditioning gift, one in which the Giver will “purify for himself a people of his own who are zealous for good deeds” (v. 14). The way in which we live our lives is our best thank-you card to the one who gave us the greatest gift we will ever receive. 
How are you putting the gift of grace to use? How does your life reflect the character of the Giver? With whom will you share the Gift? 
The truth is that most of the Christmas presents we receive this year will be forgotten or discarded within a few months or years (or, if you’re a toddler, a few minutes). We’ll have spent a lot of time picking out gifts that are temporary. We must remember, however, that the best gift we will ever receive — and the best gift we can ever offer to someone else — is the gift of God’s grace revealed in Jesus Christ. We receive it and offer it best when we live for the glory of the One who has given the gift to us. 
And regifting is always an option! 
—Bob Kaylor and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS
December 24, 2021, Cycle C
Isaiah 9:2-7 
What Does the Text Say?
This poem was probably composed as a response to a foreign invasion. (Note that the voice of this poem is in the past tense, as though these events have already taken place.) Against the dismal present, Isaiah holds out a threefold promise of light and joy (vv. 2-3). First, the promise of yet another divine liberation (v. 4), followed, second, by the promise of unique fruits from this victory (v. 5). But the ultimate reason for this joy and light is found in verse 6, Isaiah's prediction of the birth of a child. This child will be directly descended from the frail and failing line of the Davidic dynasty. This baby is identified through a series of divinely given names. In the four names Isaiah calls this new baby king, the first two seem to be intimately linked with the name/concept he already revealed in 8:10: “Immanuel,” “God is with us.” Isaiah concludes by promising that the messianic kingdom will increase until it fills the whole world, spreading its peace across all the nations.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What’s in a Name? Names are important in the Bible and in ancient Middle Eastern traditions. Recall the fuss about naming John the Baptist as recorded in 1 Luke. Matthew takes pains to tell how Jesus was named. Explore the laws regarding name changes. Why would someone want to change her name? Perhaps to hide. Perhaps for professional and branding reasons. Perhaps because the name has an unpleasant association. Perhaps because the person simply doesn’t like the sound of his name. Perhaps because the person feels as though he’s not truly a Herman, but rather an Edward. So, what if Jesus had a different name? Could we live with that? Like Ralph. Our Lord and Savior Ralph Christ. Or Achmed ben-Joseph. How about Jinjing? Or Jayeesh? Or Kaiwanda? Or Henry? How would you feel about praying to Henry? We’d probably be uncomfortable with a name change for our Savior for a lot of good reasons. But is that it? We’re just comfortable with the name Jesus? What does his name mean? Why was the Savior called Jesus? What does that mean for us today?

Psalm 96 
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm, along with psalms 97 and 98, are “enthronement” psalms because they sing praise to Yahweh who is enthroned as Supreme Sovereign over the universe. Indeed, the scope of this psalm is huge. It is addressed to all the earth. Yahweh’s glory is to be declared among the nations. Another version of the psalm can be found in 1 Chronicles 16, delivered by David to Asaph, which was sung on the occasion of the removing of the ark from the house of Obed-Edom to Zion. That version is considerably longer, Psalm 96 being only verses 23-33. Some believe that the purpose of the redaction was to use it as a song for the dedication of the second temple. The inscription of the psalm in some versions reads: “A song of David when the house was built after the captivity.” According to this version, we’re to sing a “new” song, never mind that the song is not new at all. What’s implied is that since there is a new occasion for which to sing the song, the song is in this way a “new” song. The reader is given a number of instructions: Sing, bless, tell, declare, ascribe, bring, worship, say, be glad, rejoice and exult. This psalm is a proclamation, a declaration, a reminder of the greatness of God. It’s appropriate for use on Christmas Day because, after hearing why God is great, we’re told: “Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy before the Lord; for he is coming” (vv. 12-13).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
A Time to Celebrate! This psalm, if it is not the preaching text, can certainly be used as the basis for a call to worship, or a prayer of adoration, concluding with the words of verse 13a: “He is coming.” The preacher could close by saying, “He is here!” This psalm is an enthronement psalm, so perhaps it could be read during a processional event. For preaching, the theme could be celebration. The question is: If something huge happened in your life (a promotion, a baby born, a marriage, sale of a house, purchase of a house, etc.), how would you celebrate? It may depend on where you are in the world. The Chinese celebrate by lighting firecrackers in the streets and setting off fireworks. Bought a new refrigerator? Light a firecracker. It might depend on the event. Marriages are celebrated with huge parties. A promotion might be celebrated by having dinner at a fancy restaurant. When a baby is born, fathers used to pass out cigars. We don’t recommend passing out cigars on Christmas Day to celebrate the birth of Jesus. But we might ask what we can do to appropriately celebrate Christ’s birth. That takes us into the nature of the secular holiday experience. This psalm suggests that there’s no better way to celebrate than to proclaim the arrival! Sing, the psalmist says, bless, tell, declare, ascribe, bring, worship, say, be glad, rejoice and exult.

Luke 2:1-14, (15-20) 
What Does the Text Say?
Luke begins his account of Jesus’ birth with a customary announcement: “In those days a decree went out from Emperor Augustus that all the world should be registered” (v. 1). Moving on, the narrative continues with the classic parts of the Christmas story in verse 4. Joseph travels “from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem.” The journey from Nazareth — approximately 70 miles north of Jerusalem — to Bethlehem just a few miles south of Jerusalem was necessary because Joseph “was descended from the house and family of David.” With neither literary embellishment nor further comment, Luke simply reports that Joseph “went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. Luke’s plainspoken narration continues in verse 8: “There were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night” — a peaceful scene emblematic of a culture dependent on animal husbandry. However, the pastoral serenity is abruptly interrupted when “an angel of the Lord stood before them …” (v. 9; cf. 1:13, 30). The setting for the Savior’s birth was exceptional — outdoors in a stable surrounded by the squalor of animals. And this was the sign for the shepherds: “You will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger” (v. 12). Incredibly, what they saw was Mary’s firstborn son lying in a “manger.” Jesus, the bread of heaven, born in Bethlehem — literally the “House of Bread” — was already being symbolically offered to God as a sacrifice. It’s no wonder that “a multitude of the heavenly host” declared, “Glory to God in the highest heaven, / and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” (vv. 13-14).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
The Christmas Day Birthday. What do Isaac Newton, Jimmy Buffett, Pope Pius VI, Sissy Spacek, Annie Lennox, Muhammad Ali Jinnah (founder of Pakistan), Anwar Sadat, Justin Trudeau and Humphrey Bogart have in common with Jesus? Nothing. These famous people were all born on Christmas Day — except Jesus! Most scholars agree that it’s highly unlikely that Jesus was born on December 25, but for a variety of sometimes complicated reasons, we have been celebrating his birth on December 25 for more than 1,500 years. Except for February 29, December 25 is just about the rarest day on which to be born. No kid wants a birthday on Christmas Day because it’s not special. It’s like he or she is robbed of a special day of attention and presents. It’s a point well-taken because December 25 is a very special day. Granted, children born on December 25 probably will not be mollified by being told that they have the same birthday as Jesus, the Savior of the world! But, in fact, this is precisely why December 25 is so important to us. In your Christmas Eve or Christmas Day sermon, explain why this day is so important to us as Christians. You can start by noting that this is the day that the eternal God of the universe, who existed before time, during time and after time, visited us in human form. Pretty impressive. Incredibly special!

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

We must not wish for the disappearance of our troubles but for the grace to transform them.
—Simone Weil

##

Reformed theology does a great job of emphasizing grace in a world that is so often graceless. Don’t get me wrong, I think it is a fairly common occurrence for people to receive more than they deserve. In the midst of all the hatefulness, there are plenty of examples of people being really kind. But grace, as Reformed theology teaches it, is not in the business of being exceptionally kind; God is not simply kinder, let’s say, than the kindest among us on our very kindest day. Grace is something utterly disassociated from merit, something that cannot be conceptualized in terms of contracts, transactions or incredible deals. Following Scripture, Reformed theology teaches not that God gives us more than we deserve or something we don’t deserve at all, but that God has claimed us as God’s own entirely apart from our worthiness or unworthiness. 
In an economically precarious world in which we are frequently reminded that no one is irreplaceable, the reality of God’s grace can reassure and transform us. The challenge is, however, living with a perception of it. To move through one’s days with a cognizance that one is saved by grace and grace alone takes attention and practice. It also takes the support of a community. To pray and worship, study and discuss in fellowship with other members of a Reformed congregation positions us to become increasingly mindful of our unalterable identity as children of God. When we know we are God’s beloved, irreplaceable children, we are able not only to survive a world that is relentlessly measuring our worth, we can also work to change this world into one that more clearly manifests the kingdom of God. We can, more and more, come to see others also as irreplaceable, treating them accordingly, living differently together as members of the beloved community.
—Cynthia Rigby, “Grace, mystery, beauty and freedom:  Four takeaways of Reformed theology,” The Presbyterian Outlook, January 7, 2019.
https://pres-outlook.org/2019/01/grace-mystery-beauty-and-freedom-four-takeaways-of-reformed-theology/.
Retrieved July 5, 2021.

##

As we approach Christmas, I keep thinking about all the virtues that have been attributed to Mary over the centuries: eternal virginity, obedience, receptivity, and a docility that makes me think they didn’t know the Magnificat. I love Mary and how fierce and beautiful she is. … I wonder if perhaps Mary wasn’t chosen because she was filled with virtue.
Nowhere does it say that the angel Gabriel just waited and waited until he found a girl who had diligently worked on her virtues until she had made herself worthy to be the Godbearer. 
Hail Mary, full of virtue, the Lord is with thee?
No. Hail Mary, full of GRACE, the Lord is with thee, the prayer goes.
Grace. The one thing you simply cannot earn. …
There is a reason I am obsessed with grace. There is a reason I’ve spoken and written and preached about it more than any other thing, and here it is: because everything else in this bankrupt world feels like it’s about worthiness….
Everything that is not rooted in grace that I have been offered in life — be it from social media or the wellness industry or higher education or religion feels like it’s all about just trying harder. But I’ve tried trying harder and it doesn't make me free — it just makes me tired. … 
We are imprisoned in the human worthiness competition extravaganza. In other words, perhaps we still lay in sin and error pining. …
I think that this is exactly what Mary understood: That what qualifies us for God’s grace isn’t our goodness. What qualifies us for God’s grace is nothing more than our need for God’s grace.
—Nadia Bolz-Weber, “Just Throwing It Out There (Christmas Edition),” TheCorners.Substack.com, December 23, 2019.
https://thecorners.substack.com/p/just-throwing-it-out-there-christmas.
Retrieved July 5, 2021.

##

Love is not something you do; love is something you are. It is your True Self. Love is where you came from and love is where you’re going. It’s not something you can buy. It’s not something you can attain. It’s the presence of God within you, called the Holy Spirit or what some theologians name uncreated grace.
You can’t manufacture this by any right conduct, dear reader. You can’t make God love you one ounce more than God already loves you right now. You can go to church every day for the rest of your life. God isn’t going to love you any more than God loves you right now.
You cannot make God love you any less, either—not an ounce less. Do the most terrible thing and God wouldn’t love you less. You cannot change the Divine mind about you! The flow is constant, total, and 100 percent toward your life. God is for you.
We can’t diminish God’s love for us. What we can do, however, is learn how to believe it, receive it, trust it, allow it, and celebrate it, accepting Trinity’s whirling invitation to join in the cosmic dance …
—Richard Rohr, “God Is for Us,” Center for Action and Contemplation website, September 30, 2016.
https://cac.org/god-is-for-us-2016-09-30/.
Retrieved July 5, 2021.

##

Author Philip Yancey once asked a friend, who works with drug addicts in an inner-city ministry, whether he found that the experience of “backsliding” led them towards God or away from God.
The friend said the backsliding experience pushes them towards God. Some addicts, he explained, are more likely to cry out to God when they’re losing the battle with drugs than when they’re succeeding. Because they do, some of them — through the grace of God and against all odds — get up and try again.
“I’ve decided,” said the inner-city minister, that “there is one key in determining whether individual drug addicts can be cured: if they deeply believe they are a forgivable child of God. Not a failure-free child of God, a forgivable one.”
—Philip Yancey, Reaching for the Invisible God (Zondervan, 2000), 193.

##

“Some say that ever ’gainst that season comes 
Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated, 
The bird of dawning singeth all night long; 
And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad, 
The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike, 
No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm, 
So hallowed and so gracious is the time.”
(I, ii, 157)
[bookmark: _Hlk77170451]So hallowed and so gracious is the time — these lines from the first scene of Hamlet in a sense say it all. …
On the dark battlements of Elsinore, Marcellus speaks to his companions of the time of Jesus’ birth. It is a hallowed time, he says, a holy time, a time in which life grows still like the surface of a river so that we can look down into it and see glimmering there in its depths something timeless, precious, other. And a gracious time, Marcellus says — a time that we cannot bring about as we can bring about a happy time or a sad time but a time that comes upon us as grace, as a free and unbidden gift. Marcellus explains that Christmas is a time of such holiness that the cock crows the whole night through as though it is perpetually dawn, and thus for once, even the powers of darkness are powerless. … 
For a moment or two, the darkness of disenchantment, cynicism, doubt, draw back at least a little, and all the usual worldly witcheries lose something of their power to charm. Maybe we cannot manage to believe with all our hearts. But as long as the moments last, we can believe that this is of all things the thing most worth believing. And that may not be as far as it sounds from what belief is. For as long as the moment lasts, that hallowed, gracious time. 
—Frederick Buechner, The Faces of Jesus: A Life Story (Paraclete, 2014).

##

On this day in 1858, Hymen Lipman of Philadelphia patented the first pencil to have an attached eraser. The eraser-tipped pencil is still something of an American phenomenon; most European pencils are still eraserless. The humble pencil has a long and storied history, going back to the Roman stylus, which was sometimes made of lead, and why we still call the business end of the pencil the “lead” even though it’s been made of nontoxic graphite since 1564.
Pencils were first mass-produced in Nuremberg, Germany, in 1662, and the Industrial Revolution of the 19th century really allowed the manufacture to flourish. Before he became known for Walden and “Civil Disobedience,” Henry David Thoreau and his father were famous for manufacturing the hardest, blackest pencils in the United States. Edison was fond of short pencils that fit neatly into a vest pocket, readily accessible for the jotting down of ideas. John Steinbeck loved the pencil and started every day with 24 freshly sharpened ones; it's said that he went through 300 pencils in writing East of Eden (1952) and used 60 a day on The Grapes of Wrath (1939) and Cannery Row (1945).
Our common pencils are hexagonal to keep them from rolling off the table, and they’re yellow because the best graphite came from China, and yellow is traditionally associated with Chinese royalty. A single pencil can draw a line 35 miles long or write around 45,000 words. And if you make a mistake, thanks to Hymen Lipman, you’ve probably got an eraser handy.
—From Garrison Keillor’s The Writer’s Almanac for March 30, 2021.
https://www.writersalmanac.org/index.html%3Fp=7751.html.
Retrieved July 5, 2021.
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COMMENTARY 
Titus 2:11-14
The letter to Titus is one of the three Pastoral Epistles, sharing the designation with 1 and 2 Timothy. These letters are written for particular situations within churches or communities and are addressed to an individual (Timothy or Titus) who would in turn advise the leaders. While they deal with controversies and opponents, the information about these people is too vague for us to be able to reconstruct who they might have been. The opponents’ concerns reflected in the epistles seem to be about the Jewish law and circumcision (cf. Titus 2:10, 14) or about various Gnostic questions (cf. Titus 3:9). While the letters claim Pauline authorship, they may be pseudonymous (a practice that was common and accepted in the ancient world), as their vocabulary and concerns differ dramatically from other Pauline epistles. Even though Titus is primarily focused on the specific advice Titus is to give his Cretan community, it contains three Christological confessions: one in the introductory comments (1:1-3), and two in the body of the letter (2:11-14; 3:4-7). These confessions of “the doctrine of God our Savior” (2:10) form the theological background of the letter. Specifically, in Titus 2:11-14, the author describes the grace that, through salvation and justification, provides training for life in the community and the hope of Christ’s coming, while grounding his exhortations to the community (see e.g., 2:1-10; 3:1-2) in Christ’s role as Savior and Redeemer.
Although Titus 2:1-10 contains specific instructions for the actions of members of the community, verse 11 states that the grace of God has “appeared.” This grace is for the salvation of all people (cf. 1 Timothy 2:4, 6). To this end, “Savior” and salvation language is particularly significant in the letter, and the title of Savior can be used to refer either to God (1:3), to Christ (1:4), or to both together (see below; 2:13). Most recently, God has been called “our Savior” in 2:10, setting the context for the instructions about God’s grace that saves, which follow.
While grace is first identified with “salvation,” later in the letter it is also connected to “justification” language. This other significant mention of grace in the letter occurs in Titus 3:7, where the author states, “the Holy Spirit has been poured out on us through Jesus Christ our Savior so that we might be justified by his grace and become heirs in hope of eternal life.” So, grace is tied together with justification from sin. Justification language is also present in 2:12, as the audience is exhorted “to live sensibly, righteously and godly” (NASB). “Righteously” and “justification” are from the same Greek root, implying that one who is “made righteous” (justified) must also “live righteously.” Both of these aspects of the same term are accomplished only through grace. Grace fits the “present age” between Christ’s first coming in redemption, and the hope of eternal life (mentioned both in 3:7 and in 2:11-13).
The grace described here “teaches” (NIV) or “trains” (NRSV) its recipients to renounce “impiety and worldly passions” (2:12; cf. 2 Timothy 2:16; Romans 1:18). The terms of verse 12 evoke language common to Hellenistic philosophy, both in their prohibitions and in their exhortations. For example, the instruction to live “self-controlled, upright, and godly lives” (2:12) echoes three of the quintessential classical virtues: moderation, justice and piety. In particular, the third of these terms, “godly,” is a word that receives a great deal of emphasis in the pastorals (cf. 1 Timothy 2:2; 3:16; 4:7, 8; 2 Timothy 3:5), and is also mentioned in Titus 1:1 as part of the Christological introduction to the letter. There, the author describes the content of his teaching as “the knowledge of the truth that is in accordance with godliness.” The whole letter, indeed one’s whole life, is to conform to this standard. At the same time, a life that is “in accordance with godliness” is only for “the present age” (2:12; cf. 1 Timothy 6:17), and by definition, waiting for “the blessed hope” that is to come (1:2; 2:13).
Moving forward in time from this present age, the author begins to discuss in verse 13 what the future entails. Currently, “we wait” for two synonymous things: the hope and the manifestation “of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (2:13). Hope is connected to the previous section through the language referring to God and Christ as Savior. As previously stated, salvation is a prominent theme in this passage (cf. 2:10-12). One striking emphasis of this particular reference to the Savior, however, is the confession of Christ as God. This occurs relatively few times in the New Testament (cf. John 1:1; 18; 20:28; Hebrews 1:8), but here is used to refer to one coming “manifestation” of “our Savior,” who is both God and Christ. Later in the letter, the author also points to the work of the Spirit in “rebirth and renewal” through God and through Christ (3:4-6). Thus, the author seems to be working from a form of Trinitarianism, even if it is not as philosophically elaborated as the later creeds are (e.g., the Nicene Creed, 325 C.E.).
The hope for the Savior’s second coming in this letter is focused on what the author calls “manifestations” of God’s presence. The letter has already identified two “manifestations” or “appearances” (cf. ESV, NASB, NIV) before this one in 2:13. This manifestation, referring to the second coming, is the theological bookend to the explicit statement about Christ’s “first” coming: “the mystery of our religion is great: He was revealed in the flesh, vindicated in spirit …” (1 Timothy 3:16; cf. Titus 3:4-5). Christ’s nativity and life are not discussed in the pastorals, but Christ’s “first appearance” was obliquely mentioned in 2:11 as the point in time when God’s grace “appeared” and brought “salvation to all” (2:12). Beyond Christ’s Incarnation and the second coming, the third important “manifestation” or “revelation” of God is in “his word,” through the author’s “proclamation” (1:3). This revelation refers to what was “promised before the ages began” but is now revealed (1:2-3). These passages reiterate the presence of God in history, particularly through Christ, and the presence of Christ in the community now, through the “word” in proclamation.
The final verse of this passage is about Christ: who he is and what he has done, and is worth exploring phrase by phrase. The author brings together the powerful language of salvation and redemption here, and thus, he answers the question of “who Christ is” with one word, as we saw above: “Savior.” As Savior, Christ has given himself up on our behalf (cf. a similar motif in Philippians 2:7-8) so that “he might redeem us from all iniquity” (2:14). This redemption echoes God’s action in the Old Testament in two ways. First, God redeems Israel from the sins of others (e.g., slavery in Egypt: Exodus 6:6; 2 Samuel 7:23), and second, God redeems individuals and communities from their own sins (Psalm 130:7-8). Christ saves us from this “iniquity” (NRSV) or “lawlessness” (ESV), according to Titus 2:14. While we might expect language of “sin” here (cf. Matthew 1:21), 1 John 3:4 states that “sin is lawlessness,” and therefore, connects this language of “iniquity” or “lawlessness” to “sin.” These terms are used as equivalents elsewhere, as well (Romans 6:19; 2 Thessalonians 2:3). Saving us from lawlessness by redemption, Christ seeks “to purify” us to be a people for himself. Purification language is often used to describe life apart from sin (e.g., 1 John 1:7, 9; Hebrews 9:14). In Ezekiel 37:23, cleansing is a necessary step before a sinful people can become God’s people. The author of Titus may be working from this model. The author also uses a particular word to describe the people “of his own” (2:14). This same word is translated “treasured possession” (Exodus 19:5; Deuteronomy 7:6) and refers to God calling Israel to be unique from all other nations. Israel is treasured by God, and now, the same language is being used of all those whom Christ has redeemed (Titus 2:14). Finally, being “zealous for good deeds” (cf. 3:8, 14) is a characteristic of this chosen people both as part of a polemic in Titus against those who do not “live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly” (2:12), and also as part of the renewal and rebirth of the Spirit (3:5).
Titus is often overlooked in the New Testament, possibly due to its specific focus on concerns of church polity. However, this neglect does not do justice to the significant theological foundations that the author has given his exhortations. The author expresses the importance of God’s grace for the salvation of all people (2:11) and explains how this grace teaches them to live godly lives (2:12). The community knows that this life is not forever and waits in hope for the return of Christ, who is God and Savior of all (2:11, 13). Christ saves us through redemption, purifying people to be his own (2:14), his treasured possession. In this role as those who are in Christ, we are to wait in hope and by grace for the coming of Christ, unceasingly living in ways that honor him.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Titus 2:11-14
“What is your favorite gift you ever received at Christmas time?” Ask this question to begin your time together. What makes a gift special? What is your favorite type of gift to receive? (Handmade, edible, mechanical are possible examples.) What gift have you given in the past that you liked the best? Was it something you made? Was it something you saved your money for? In other words, what made it special? Share with them a favorite gift you received from a child in your life. Perhaps it was something handmade or a handwritten coupon good for a task like washing the car or bringing you breakfast in bed on a Saturday morning. Or perhaps a child saved their allowance for your gift. Tell them the gift was special because it meant that the child had to spend their time or money to give you the gift. Ask the children if they can guess where the idea of giving gifts came from. Do they know who brought gifts to Jesus? Agree that Jesus is the gift given to us, and we give thanks always for the gift of the life of Jesus. Close with a prayer: “We thank you God for the gift of your Son, Jesus. Help us to live our lives in thanksgiving. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Christmas 
People of God, rejoice! The very Word of God came to earth and lived among us! We are blessed to know the glory of God. Let us worship and praise the Lord, our God, with joy as grace-filled people. Amen.

Prayers — Christmas
Gracious and loving God, the gift of your Son, Jesus, was a gift that changed the course of human history for all time. Words are inadequate to express our gratitude for such an extravagant outpouring of generosity, love and grace. It is, instead, our lives that need to speak for us — lives that are testimonies to the difference that this Jesus makes in the human heart and the human condition. When we act with compassion, kindness and gentleness toward others, we are the incarnational presence of Christ. When we are patient rather than angry and short-tempered, we exhibit the life of Jesus. As we stretch to do the hard work of forgiveness, rather than justify our bitterness and grudges, we become more like your Son. When we dwell on your word, it transforms our minds so that we may choose, act and respond as those who are devoted followers of the One who said, “Come, follow me.” O God, this is who we long to be. Grant us your grace and mercy to walk as friends and worshipers of the Christ child. Amen.

Benedictions — Christmas
Go forth carrying Christmas in your hearts. Whatever you face this week — fun or stress — remember that Christ is with you; remember that God loves you; remember that the message of Christmas — the true meaning of Christmas — isn’t confined to a day, a week or a month. Allow the grace of God to flow through your hearts, allow that grace to give you wings of wisdom and understanding so that wherever you go, whomever you meet, you may carry God’s torch of love to quietly and kindly illuminate the paths of those living in darkness. You are the light of the world.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Come, All Ye Faithful
Angels We Have Heard on High
Silent Night, Holy Night

Worship and Praise 
Offering (Baloche)
Welcome to Our World (Rice) 
Joy to the World (Tomlin)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Nativity of the Lord/Christmas Eve, Cycle C
Isaiah 9:2-7
Psalm 96
Titus 2:11-14
Luke 2:1-14 (15-20)

