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(Outline notes of sermon given on above date)

1) Introduction:
Christmas is for football! Sky TV Sports advert 2017.

Christmas is for family... fun... having a good time... parties

Christmas is about the baby Jesus.... Nativity plays etc.

Christmas is the time for that annual visit to church.... midnight communion.... candlelit services.... then forget all about 'religion' until same time next year....

Lot of confusion about Christmas.... who Jesus was.... why he came.  Expect that from the 'world', but surely not in the church?
2) News Item

Laura Ashworth, advisor to Justin Welby... member of General Synod, resigned from the C of E.  Why?

Some of her quotes: 

A)  “Because we have a liberal agenda in the church.... it is not anchored in the gospel”.

B)  “There is no more conversation about heaven, hell, sin, forgiveness or judgement”.

C)  “The true meaning of Christianity risks being drowned out by people who don't want to talk about sin, preferring to talk about social justice, because of we talk about sin, we have to talk about bad behaviour and people don't want to be judgemental”.

D)  “The church has capitulated to secular values”.

E)  “When you say the simple gospel in Synod, you get booed down”.

So, the church's core message – the simple gospel, is no longer believed.  Much confusion/debate even within the church as to why Jesus came.

Don't talk about sin.... too 'harsh'/judgemental.  Affirm people as they are... whatever lifestyle they choose.... don't talk about the need for repentance....it's not their fault!  Change behaviour by government action... better education.... lift people out of poverty.... provide more benefit.... but don't criticise!

Social Justice... that's what the gospel is for the governing body of the C of E.  That's what the gospel is all about.

Justice is a strong biblical theme – but social justice can be a very man centred approach – sees the government as 'saviour'.... trying to bring in utopia by government policies.

Whereas the gospel is a God centred approach.... God initiates it.... Christ is the Saviour..... bringing heaven to earth when he returns.... then to restore all things and to execute perfect justice.

Until then, Christians are to express God's love, mercy & justice to those who are marginalised/disadvantaged (Pro.29:7). 29:7 - “The righteous care about justice for the poor”).

As I reflected on all this, I was reminded of Matthew 1:21.  “She will bear as son and you shall call his name Jesus (Which means 'Saviour') for he will save his people from their sins”. 

Simple!  That's why he came – yes, as a babe in a manger – but born to die on a cross.... crucified – to save us from our sins – the guilt, pollution, power and punishment of sin.  Took upon himself the punishment that sinful people, like you and me, deserve.

That's 'penal substitution' – aspect of the atonement the church has struggled with down the centuries – even today. “Cosmic child abuse” - “ a barrier to faith” Steve Chalke.  Rejected, explained away by many – other aspects of the atonement are emphasised.

Reminded me of what I had to study at Theological College all those years ago!

Talk about 1) Liberation Theology, 2) Christus Exemplar, 3) Christus Victor – (give the pros and cons to these approaches)

Now, elements of truth in all these approaches... usually promoted by those who reject penal substitution – Christ taking the punishment that we deserve to save us from our sins.

Caricatured as “Cosmic child abuse”.... an angry God punishing a loving son.... a wrathful, vengeful God pouring out his hatred and anger against sin and taking it out on his innocent son.

If you see it like that, no wonder people hate the idea of penal substitution.

Overlooks one very important aspect – God the F./S. & H.S. all involved – a trinitarian action – all trinitarian action begins with the Father, accomplished through the Son in the power of the Spirit.

So, the Father hands over the Son.... the Son willingly offers himself up in obedience to the Father and does so through the empowering work of the Spirit.

No split in the God head here – Father imposing his will on a helpless Son, whilst the H.S. looks on in horror! None of that.  This is the most costly act of love and sacrifice – ever!  Demonstrates more powerfully than anything else God's plan of redemption born out of love and mercy for undeserving sinners like you and me.

Conclusion:

The cross is a stumbling block (1Cor.1:23) – true in 1st century and in every age.  We don't try and offend people in our secular world – but  we don't water down the message of the cross.  We don't major on the other views of the atonement to make it more palatable for modern man (helpful though they are – they shed more light on what the cross achieved) but they must never be central.  

The central message of the cross is that Jesus died on that cross to save us from our sins.... he took the punishment that you and I deserve.  That is the message we must proclaim, especially during the Christmas festivities as we mix with friends and family – because this is the message alone that has the power to break hard, stubborn hearts with God's message of love and forgiveness (Rom.1:16).
