Emmanuel: God with us.

By Jack Heintzel

"…taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness…"       Phil. 2:7
   In Paul’s earliest letter (1 Thess. 1:9) we learn why Christianity eventually sup-planted the many pagan religions in the ancient Greco-Roman world. The Thessalonians came to recognize the key difference between Christ’s gospel and the pagan cults that formerly had their allegiance. Those who embraced discipleship saw that what God wanted most of all from human beings was relationship. This is brought out in James Phillipps’ articles in an issue of God’s Word Today.

   The polytheistic pagan religions of the Greeks and Romans were based on appeasement. Humans had to deal with the idea that their gods and goddesses had little interest in human affairs and could be downright hostile. These people’s religious belief and rituals mostly consisted of communal acts of sacrifice and prayer that gave their powers their due respect. The people hoped that the right combination of prayer and ritual might even invoke a god’s favor on occasion. I saw this recently in the movie “Helen of Troy,” where the Greek king was told by a seer that if the king would sacrifice his daughter, then the gods might provide fair winds for the sea invasion of Troy. The king wanted Troy so badly that he did kill his daughter on the sacrificial altar, and was haunted by this deed for the rest of his life.

   But Paul preached a gospel about a God who desires only one thing: to be known by us as we are known by him. To eliminate all barriers to intimate relationship, Almighty God became a human being in an act of total self-giving. This fact should make us ponder the full implication of this relationship with the living God. The incarnation ─ the belief that God became a human being ─ is the central tenet of our faith.

   Paul’s letters include three great “Christological hymns” that can provide rich food for meditation and contemplation on the mystery of the Incarnation. You are invited to explore these hymns: (1) Philippians 2:5-12, (2) Colossians  1:15-20, and (3) Ephesians 1:3-12. 
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   Phillipps provides this summary: In Philippians, the focus is on the Incarnation event itself; Colossians orients the church within the larger scope of the infinite Christ; and Ephesians proclaims Jesus as the supreme manifestation of the workings of God throughout salvation history.

   During this Christmas season, we have a chance to think about the Incarnation in a new and deeper way. Perhaps these three Scripture passages will help us do so. Jesus is God’s greatest gift to us. In his great love, God emptied himself in being born in human likeness. This led to a redemptive death on a cross for his Son. The vision of God presented here trumps all previous human conceptions of God. His true power and glory are rooted in his ability to give himself completely and entirely to relationship with us, his creation. We can keep this in mind as we contemplate the three hymns above. To God be the  glory, now and forever.

Plans from page 3

operating “out of sync” with his direction.

   My “hearing” problem comes from out-of-order priorities, which in turn come from less-than-godly motives, such as defensiveness about family friction during past holiday events, and competiveness toward someone whose holiday entertaining I enviously admire. The remedy begins with confessing sin and forgiving offenses, then inviting Jesus to do some repair work in my heart, so I can hear and conform to his plans.

     ______________________

The three trees

   According to legend, three trees grew near Jesus’ manger: an olive tree, a palm tree and a fir tree. The olive offered its fruit to the newborn king, and the palm tree gave its dates.

   The poor fir, having nothing to give but worship, raised its boughs in adoration, and the angels hung stars on its branches. So the fir became the first Christmas tree.
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