(Sermon preceded by the Children’s Christmas pageant, entitled “The Perfect Gift”)

Does God play favorites?

You ever watch sports… and see fans during a tense, drama-filled, end-of-game moment with clasped hands praying?  

· “Please get the out, please score a touchdown, please make the shot, please win the race.” 
· And you just know God is getting prayers from both teams’ fans for different outcomes.

· A mom on one team is praying for a defensive stop, while another mom on the other team is praying for a buzzer beater.

So, again I ask, “Does God play favorites?”

Another example: the player who kneels in the endzone to say thanks to God for allowing him to score a touchdown might be the same player who a week later blames God for a loss.  
· In fact a wide receiver for the Buffalo Bills did exactly that.  
· After dropping the ball on an open opportunity for a game-winning catch, the receiver tweeted, "I PRAISE YOU 24/7!!!!!!" "AND THIS HOW YOU DO ME!!!!! YOU EXPECT ME TO LEARN FROM THIS??? HOW???!!! ILL (sic) NEVER FORGET THIS!! EVER!!!”

The question does God play favorites may just seem like a theological conundrum, but when I looked at the Gospel reading, this familiar line stood out to me: 

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace among those whom he favors!”

I’ll spare you all the Greek textual critiques, but most modern translations do render the verse in a similar fashion: “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men in whom he is well pleased” (NASB, ASV).

·  – peace to men of good will (DRB) 
· – peace to men on whom his favor rests (NIV, ERV).  

So I think our question really does beg to be answered.

To do so, let’s first remember in whose company the angels are saying this revelation. 
· Shepherds.  

· Certainly not noble, rich, or well-educated.  

· Their way of life was not a favorable one.  

· They were seen more as disgraced, outcasts, and very – um – unclean shall we say.  

· For such an angelic proclamation about the historic event of God being born in human flesh, you’d think an audience of shepherds would not be…well favorable. 

Or was it?  

There was a certain professor of a great law school who used to begin his first class every year by putting two numbers on the blackboard: a “4,” and then out beside it, a “2.” 
· The professor would then ask this question: "What is the solution?"
· Well one student would immediately call out "6." 
· Another would cry out "2." 
· Then several would shout out "8"! 
But at each answer the professor would always shake his head in the negative. 
· He would then point out their one fatal error.

· "The reason why you cannot find the solution is because you have all failed to ask the key question: 'What is the problem?' 
· Unless you know what the problem is, you cannot possibly find the solution.  

Shepherds had a hard life.  
· Besides the stigma they had as smelly outcasts, their work certainly wasn’t the easiest either.

· Sheep aren’t the easiest creatures to look after, ya know.

· The constant need for protection, driving them to new pasture, looking for water sources, delivering babies, clipping, teaching them to stay together, hours were long, job never done, and often doing so with an emotional burden of “always being on the go, people just don’t get me, nobody understands the work involved, and people don’t even seem to care.” 

· No matter what your occupation, I think we can all relate in some way.

The angel’s news of a Savior to the shepherds was more than just a Messianic prophecy that fulfilled Jewish lore.  

· It was a vision of hope in the midst of a very hard life.

· That there’s more to my life than camping out here on this cold field looking for “Baa baa black sheep” (  

· Furthermore, no one else may care or get what I do, but God does, because He’s reached out to me in this lonely place.

· Yes, I can just get by, but my desire for a more fulfilling life of belonging, feeling significant, and being at peace with myself and with others – THAT is something that my “daily life” can’t do – society can’t do – and even my own best intentions can’t do.

· So unless someone outside of this realm throws me a bone, I HAVE NO PEACE… I HAVE NO FAVOR.

So to such a group as shepherds who knew the problem, the solution was not only staring at them in the face, the solution had life-changing significance.

· Far beyond, “Oh, well that’s a nice story.  
· That’s a nice tradition to start.  
· That’s good for you angels, but as for us, we’ll keep calling out our own solutions: 6, 2, 8!” 

God’s revelation to the shepherds was favor to them in a world that gave them none.

· God’s favor is not about a team or a people he likes or rejects. 

· God’s favor is not about a side or a label.

· God’s favor is not about a season of life or a bunch of nice things you did.

· His favor is about a state of heart that knows the problem and knows the only solution is from Him – not ourselves.
· Our reading tonight from Titus confirms this, as it says, “When the goodness and loving kindness of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not b/c of any works of righteousness that we had done, but according to his mercy” (3:4-5). 
This Christmas, if you also feel like you’ve “dropped the ball”…

· If you wonder if you’re outside God’s favor …

· Then, please admit your problem – and especially your part in it…

· And know that God has come to you in Jesus Christ to offer a solution of HIS doing – not yours.

· And simply accept Jesus as the PERFECT GIFT. Amen.

