The Gift of Others (Advent Series)		Memory Verse: Genesis 2:18
November 30th, 2025				Scripture Reading:  1 Corinthians 1:4-10
[SLIDE 1]
	It is certainly that time of year again. Thanksgiving is over and December is right around the corner.  Everyone everywhere is going to be switching gears and decking halls with holly, drinking eggnog and checking off their holiday shopping lists.  Christmas time has the reputation of being a time of joy and cheer. And we mark the occasion by getting together with friends and family. Someone has the responsibility of hosting and everybody comes to catch up, to chit chat, to comment and to eat. Usually at some point, gifts are exchanged, dessert is served, and people eventually head home.  But as much as we look forward to family gatherings, there is always at least one person that puts everything off balance. [SLIDE 2] There is someone around whom you have to remain guarded; someone who will make that cringy comment, someone who will test your patience.  Someone maybe you would rather not see.   
	Can any of us really say that all of the relationships in our lives are healthy and good?  Do all of our relationships provide us with a sense of joy?  “All” of course, is a problematic term.  It constitutes what we call a “blanket statement” because it covers everything.  Even if most of my relationships are healthy, there are always going to be exceptions.  Distance has a way of creeping into all of our relationships, even if people live nearby. Bitterness has a way of creeping in, and bitterness is slow growing and hard to detect until it’s too late. Maybe a certain person has come to mind as I have been describing some of these realities we face.  I want to ask you to keep that person close at hand here this morning as we dive in.
[SLIDE 3] Today marks the beginning of Advent. And Advent is all about Jesus.  He certainly knew what it was like to navigate through relationships. But Advent is about his birth, his coming into the world.  It’s a time of preparation and expectation.  We know full well that something amazing is coming again when Dec. 25th rolls around, but we take the time to refocus our thoughts and hearts on the gifts that this season affords to us.  It would be a shame to have this season pass us by while remaining unaffected by it.  It is true Christmas comes once a year, but instead of being another exercise in the same old traditions and practices, it is also true that the same old Christmas offers us something new every year. Part of our task is to be paying attention and ask God to show us the new thing he is up to in our lives.  Today, we are going to see how the birth of Jesus into this world makes a difference in our relationships, even the bitter ones and the ones that have grown distant. 
 	It's easy enough to start the Advent season with the Christmas story famously given to us in Luke’s gospel, but I think it would be better if we went all the way back to the beginning. [SLIDE 4] We cannot really understand what Jesus’ birth means unless we familiarize ourselves with the overall context. We need to know the story that leads up to his miraculous birth. And there is no better place to start than the beginning.  Let’s take a look at the book of Genesis.  The whole Bible begins very aptly [SLIDE 5]…”In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  That statement alone brings more clarity and powerful truth than all the many centuries of scientific research and inquiry. “In the beginning, God created.”  This already brings form to our issue with difficult and distant people. No matter what else we might think of them, or whatever they might have done, we can never deny that they are a person created by God, they are a part of this heavens and earth that God created. Genisis goes on to tell us that God simply spoke, and things sprang into being! What a powerful God!  Let’s look at chapter 2:18-24. [SLIDE 6] Now, at this point, God has already taken dirt, formed it into a man and breathed divine life into it. So Adam was already out and about, running around, eating fruit and existing in perfect relationship with God.  But, in his wisdom, God decided something was missing. (READ Genesis 2:18-24) 
[SLIDE 7] “It is not good for the man to live alone,” God concludes. So he designs the perfect partner, a woman, one of his own kind. And in looking at this text, I want to pull out some relational words that are described here. The first is [SLIDE 8] helper. We see it right in verse 18. It was not good that the man was alone, he needed some help. We all do.  Helping one another is one of the basic building blocks of any relationship. We are here to help one another, created for that express purpose.  The second word that comes to mind is [SLIDE 9] intimacy. We typically use this word to describe a marriage relationship between husband and wife, but that usage keeps the term too narrow.  Intimacy simply refers to feeling close or connected with another person.  It applies to all of our relationships.  Adam calls Eve “bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh”.  They were intimately connected because they were made of the same stuff: dirt and breath.  Look at verse 19, God made animals from the dirt, but there is no mention of God’s breath.  We are like animals in that were are created by God, made from the dirt, but Adam and Eve were unique in that they were recipients of God’s breath as well. Adam was made into the image of God and, Eve came from Adam, his rib more specifically. She was bone of his bone.  She was not like the other animals.  She was like him.  And because each of us are made from the same stuff and created in the same image, we are like each other. We are intimately connected to one another. This is why racism is such a farce and abortion is such an evil…we are here to help one another, and connect with one another. 
In verse 24, we see the third word, [SLIDE 10] unity, defined. The two become one flesh. This is another reference to marriage, but more generally, it is a picture of unity. When separate individuals come together to help each other, to connect with one another, and to work toward one goal, we can say that we have unity. And on a broader platform, on the group level, we call it community. A community can be as big as the city we live in, or as small as the neighbors we live next to, the church we attend, or the family of which we are a part. [SLIDE 11]
((We are partial to community because we were made for it.  As bearers of God’s image, we cannot help but mirror some of his characteristics and living in helpful, intimate, unified relationships is one of them.  We can’t help it, it is born into us because fundamentally, God is relational. [SLIDE 12] As a God who exists in three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, God is communal in and of himself.  The Father loves and trusts the Son who loves and trusts the Spirit, who loves and trusts the Father.  But this community within God was not content to remain.  Community is always looking to grow because when people are truly united, there will be new life and growth. And so God creates mankind [SLIDE 13] to join him in the glory and goodness of this unified life. That is why we must begin at the beginning, so we can understand the importance and weight of this idea of community.  It is what defines God.  When the Bible says God is love, this is what it means.  God exists as a trinity of unified relationships within himself. And that love cannot help but spill over into creation: the result is you and me and all the difficult people in-between.))  
Community is a great thing and everyone wants to be invited to the party, but there is a big problem, a problem that distorts the help we give, that destroys the intimacy we share and that divides unity… [SLIDE 14] sin.
	Adam and Eve disobeyed God.  They ate what they were not supposed to eat and by this act, this perfect community between man and wife and man and God is now broken. All the rest of humanity to come, you and I, we are born into this brokenness. As much as we long for it, as much as we try to create it, as much as we know something is missing, we have never fully tasted the goodness and glory of true community.  Our experience is tainted by sin.  That’s why is so easy for our relationships to grow cold and distant.  That is why bitterness so easily finds root. It’s why I have to talk myself into being helpful, I have to make an effort to be open to intimacy, I have to get over myself in order to live in unity. None of these relational factors are quite natural to me anymore.  I am broken by sin. We all are.
And God sees all this going on.  He sees how our sins undermines the possibility of unity. And much like this passage in Genesis, God has come to a conclusion: [SLIDE 15] “It is not good for these humans to be alone….I will send them a helper.” Now, when we do come to the story of Luke’s gospel, we have a better sense of what is at stake here. We can understand the scope of the whole picture.  Jesus comes to us for the sake of community. He comes to restore our place within the good and glorious community that God has always had in mind. Through Christ, [SLIDE 16] we can find help, intimacy and unity with God and with one another. 
So as we turn to Luke’s gospel, we need to come to it in light of this broken community, in light of the sin problem. And, remember, we are also keeping that particular family member or difficult person in mind as well. Luke begins with a bit of an introduction and greeting and then he shares a bit about the backstory of John the Baptist, who was Jesus’ cousin.  But let’s jump to verse 26 where we are introduced to a town, dare I say a community, called Nazareth. [SLIDE 17] (READ Luke 1:26-45) 
	So Mary was a young woman, betrothed to Joseph, a young woman who was soon to enter into the community of marriage, soon to learn what it would mean to be a helpmate and live in an intimate relationship with her husband, a young woman who was going to live into her role as a wife to the very best of her ability despite the fact the both she and Joseph, like any married couple, were sinners. This fact makes marriage a tough road at times.  But he was a good man and she was determined to be a good wife, a suitable helper. But, plans take an abrupt left turn when Gabriel comes with some news.  Mary is going to be expecting sooner than expected. But she should not be afraid.  This is all good news! And it’s all made possible by the power of the Holy Spirit, which means the child will be rightly referred to as the Son of God.  None of this is technically possible, but this is God we are dealing with here.  As the Creator of all that is, he is allowed to bend some rules and do impossible things. 
Mary is far from understanding, but she is accepting. “May it happen to me as you have said.” She is to name the child Jesus. And take a look at verse 33.  What role is Jesus going to fulfill?  Mary is told that Jesus is going to be a king, [SLIDE 18] the king of Israel forever!  And practically speaking, what does a king do?  He rules over his people.  He protects his people.  He provides for his people.  A king maintains order and justice.  In other words, a king oversees community. A good king will ensure that his people can live together in a life giving, thriving community. Emphasis on the unity.
[SLIDE 19] And from there, in verse 39, Mary hurries off to visit Elizabeth, her relative we are told, who also happens to be pregnant. Now, we should be aware, Mary could not just call up an uber to take her across town to see Elizabeth for a visit. [SLIDE 20] Judea was about 90 miles south of Nazareth, a journey that would have taken Mary a good four to five days. But even though these two woman lived, what might as well have been a world away, they were intimately connected. They were of the same kind; bone of bone and flesh of flesh.  They were family. Not only that, but they were both wrapped up in unbelievable stories regarding their babies.  Mary had to connect with her relative, she had to share this news.  She was willing to risk the journey for the sake of this relationship.  She longed to connect with someone in unity.  And when she arrives, they have a wonderful time and it is evident that even the babies they carry are connected as well.  John the baby Baptist, leaps within his mother indicating a joyful connection that runs deeper than the brokenness of our relationships.
Mary went out of her way, nearly 100 miles out of her way, nearly a week out of her way, while pregnant with the morning sickness and the hormones and the new aches and pains; Mary went out of her way to visit Elizabeth, all for the sake of [SLIDE 21] unity. She wanted a connection that no one else could give her.  A family member who was also with child, who could identify with her and help her and provide her with an intimate connection.  Mary longed for that kind of unity.  As the mother of the Son of God, she was going to be forever and always singled out.  She was going to always hold a unique role in the salvific history of all of creation.  Due to her special and sacred role, Mary would always be isolated from other people. No one could really share her experience.
But through her son, through Jesus, help was on the one way, the possibility of intimate connection was on the way, unity with God and man was on the way!  Through Jesus, [SLIDE 22] each of us have the opportunity to enter into the community that God designed from the beginning.  Through Jesus we do not have to put up with the brokenness brought about by sin.  We can be free from such affects and find unity with God and our fellow man once again. Through Jesus, we can truly experience the gift of others. 
But as we discussed before, some “others” are not so welcome.  Some “others” seem to be a little more broken. It’s not so easy to live in unity.  In fact, without Christ, the best we can do is live in tolerance.  We can put up with someone and co-exist, we can sort of stay out of each other’s hair enough that everything remains peaceful on the surface and we can call that unity. But, we know, deep down, God intends something more.  
So, back to that difficult person. [SLIDE 23] What do we do with that looney person? That selfish person? That lazy person?  What do you do with that foolish person who just won’t listen to reason, that entitled person that just wants to take advantage?  That contentious person who just seems to turn everything into a problem?
First, we must recognize the simple fact that we are not unified with this person.  There are just hurdles and barriers that stand in the way. All the parties involved are dealing with sin.  That’s why the birth of Jesus is such a gift.  He comes to us in our sin, in our brokenness, not just to commiserate with us, but to heal us.  Distant, bitter and broken relationships can be healed in Christ. We need Jesus.  He is the gift that keeps on giving because in the gift of Jesus, we can experience the gift of others. So, bring to mind again that difficult person and know the number one thing you can do for them (and for yourself) is to pray for them. [SLIDE 24] The two of you will never really be unified until you both come and bow before Jesus.  Prayer is indispensable. Next let us apply our terms from the story of Adam and Eve in the light of Christ who is with us. Ask yourself, how can I help [SLIDE 25] this person? How can I be a helper to them?  And yes, the impetus is on you.  You must be the one to take the first steps. Christ came to bring us help so that, in turn, we might be helpful to others. And if the goal is intimacy [SLIDE 26] and closeness, how can we, like Mary, go out of our way to connect with this person?  It might not be a trip that takes us days to complete, but maybe online technology affords us a way to connect.  The bottom line is that the birth of Jesus makes a difference in our relationships, especially the tough ones. Through our earnest prayers and our intentional actions, we just might be able to reach a state of unity with those from whom we were once divided; a unity that we were created to enjoy. It is one of the many gifts given to us when we come to the manger. [SLIDE 27] Truly, in Christ, we find [image: FromNazarethToJudah]the gift of others.  Amen.    
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