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Allow me to introduce myself – my name is Gabriel.  Although I look very much like all of you, there are some differences between us.  You see, I am an angel, and being an angel there are certain things I can do that you can’t.  I’m sure you’ve read about me, or at least heard of me before, and you know I can fly and do some pretty cool stuff.

But I’m not here this morning to talk about me.  I want to talk to you about God.  And I have to admit right up front that while I can do certain things you folks can’t, I am really jealous of you.  I’m jealous – in the good sense of the word, mind you – of how much God loves you.  I am jealous of how much energy he spends thinking about you and doing things for you, things you don’t even know about.  If you only knew how much God loves you, if you could only see how much of himself he has invested in you, you would never take him for granted again.  

And that’s why I'm here this morning, to try to explain to you just how much you are loved by God.  I’ve had a chance to watch God for the last – well, ever since your time began, and even before.  So I’ve seen some things God has done that you haven’t had a chance to see, and I think it would help you understand God better if you knew about some of them.  Actually, there’s a whole lot more to tell you than I have time for today – I could go on for days.  But your pastor said I had to make it quick because he wants to watch some football game this afternoon.  Strange guy for a pastor, isn’t he?  To tell you the truth, we angels are more into baseball than football – you know, “angels in the outfield” and that sort of thing.  


In The Beginning
I guess the place to begin is in the beginning.  You might not know this, but God made us before he made you guys.  In fact, when God told us his idea about making you humans, we angels weren’t all that thrilled.  Wow, you should have seen the back rooms of heaven the night God broke the news to us that he was going to create human beings in his own image!  I mean, sure we were grateful that he created us, but he didn’t create us in his own image – you’re the only creatures in the universe who have that privilege.  I suppose it was immature of us, but we were pretty steamed and confused.  Finally we decided we needed to confront God with our concerns.  Guess who got chosen to be the “spokes-angel?”  You got it – me.  Good old Gabriel.

So I went to God and just blurted it out:  “God, we angels aren’t sure this idea of creating humans in your image is such a good idea.  Some of us just have a bad feeling about this – sort of a premonition.  For some reason, we have this foreboding that you’re going to end up getting hurt by these creatures.  If you don’t mind us asking, just why is it that you want to make them anyway?  You certainly don’t need them.  They can’t give you anything you don’t already have, and they can’t do anything for you that you can’t already do.  We don’t get it.”  

So God tried to explain it to me.  “Gabriel,” God said, “I admit it’s kind of hard to explain, but let me try.  It’s true I don’t need anyone or anything.  This isn’t about need.  This is about being who I am.  I am love.  And this is the best way for me to love.  I am creating these people so I can love them.”
“Fine,” I said, “but what is this part about creating them in your image?  What does that mean?”
“Well, think of it this way,” God said.  “What can be more loving than to give away part of yourself?  That’s what I am doing when I create people in my image – I am in essence giving them part of me.  I am giving them part of my personality, part of my character, part of my interests and abilities, part of my desires and feelings, part of who I am.  And when I’m done making them, they will in many ways be like me.  They will laugh, and they will have the ability to create, they will appreciate beauty.  And because they will be like me, they will be able to love me in a way even you can’t.”
What God said made some sense, at least until another thought – a rather frightening thought at that – struck me out of the blue.  “God, when you say you are making these creatures in your image, you aren’t thinking of giving them the freedom to make their own choices, are you?”  “Of course I am,” God replied.  “That’s another part of me that I am giving to them.”
“But you’re setting certain limits, right?  I mean, you’ll let them choose blue over red and Lexus over Pontiac and ice cream over broccoli, but you aren’t giving them the right to say yes or no to you, are you?  I mean, that could be disastrous!  Think of the things they might do if you set them free like that.  They’ll be like a bull in a china shop.  This is like giving explosives to a preschooler.  This is like giving a remote to someone who only watches the Food Channel. You can’t give that kind of power to someone who doesn’t know how to use it.”  

“Gabriel, I appreciate your input,” God told me, “but trust me.  I have thought this through.  You’re right, this is risky.  I understand there are no guarantees on what these creatures might do.  They might choose to ignore me completely.  But they might also choose to love me back, and there would be nothing I could ever possibly do that would be more satisfying than that, to have these people I have created in my image so I can love them decide for themselves to love me back.”
So he did it.  And as you’ve probably discovered for yourself, when God does things, he does them in style.  First he created the most spectacular world you could imagine, and he did it all out of nothing.  He made the earth and the mountains and the oceans and the trees and the animals and the colors and the stars, and then he made this beautiful garden.  And after he was sure everything was just right, he made the first people.  It was kind of like watching you humans get the house ready for your first baby.  You paint the room and buy all these matching quilts and sheets and hang up the mobiles and make everything as perfect as can be.  Now I know I shouldn’t say this, but can I tell you something?  When you bring your baby home and put him in that freshly painted room with all those designer sheets and dress him in the designer pajamas, do you really think your baby appreciates how much time and money you invested in that stuff?  No!  He doesn’t appreciate it a bit.  All he cares about is making sure something is stuck in his mouth.  Did you think he cries because he doesn’t like the colors in his room or the pattern on the blanket?  No.  So why in the world do you go to all that bother?  It just doesn’t make sense.  It’s crazy if you ask me.

And that’s what I told God when he made this beautiful world just for you.  I told him it was crazy to go to so much effort to make everything so perfect for you guys when I just knew you wouldn’t appreciate it.  But he didn’t care.  He said it didn’t matter whether you noticed his efforts or not.  He was going to make everything just right anyway because, he said, he loved you.  Craziness, I said.  But God just smiled, and went on with his work.

Well you know what happened next.  The very first people God made blew it.  And it didn’t take long.  I have a little confession of my own to make.  We angels had a little bet on how long it would be before those first people would rebel.  The over/under was three days.  I think Michael, the archangel, won.  Anyway, once Adam and Eve rebelled we were pretty sure God would call the whole experiment off.  I mean, if they would rebel when everything was perfect, we knew things could only get worse.  But God wouldn’t think of it.  Oh, he was pretty disappointed.  To be honest, he was crushed.  You should have seen how hurt he was.  But God isn’t a quitter.  He told us he was going to keep on loving and caring for those people whether they listened to him or not.  Craziness, I said.  This is a recipe for disaster, I said.  But God just smiled, rolled up his sleeves, and went back to work.


Love Without Limits
So God went out and created more people.  We just sort of watched him for awhile, thinking he would get tired of this, but he didn’t.  He just made more and more and more.  And every one of them rebelled.  And every time one of them rebelled, you could see how much God hurt.  It was painful to watch.  So I went back to God and asked him just how long this was going to go on, how many more of these rebellious people he was he going to make.  We figured after the first ten or twenty he would see that this wasn’t going to work, that these people would be nothing but trouble.  But when I asked how many he was going to make, do you know what he said?  Millions!  Craziness, I said.  Your heart can’t take this, I said.  Even you must have limits, I told God.  

But that’s where I was wrong.  God doesn’t have limits, at least not when it comes to loving.  No matter what people did, no matter how much they disobeyed him, no matter how badly they treated the world he created for them, no matter how completely they ignored him, God kept loving them.  Watching God was almost like watching one of your crazy genius inventor types.  Who was that guy who invented the light bulb (which would have been pretty easy for us, I have to say)?  Oh yeah, Thomas Edison.  What a wild man – maybe you’ve read that he tried 14,000 ways to invent the light bulb before he finally found a way that worked.  A little bit obsessive, wouldn’t you say?  That’s what God was like.  He tried every possible way he could think of to show people how much he loved them.  He tried every possible way he could think of to make people understand that all he wanted to be able to do was to love them.  He tried to dazzle people with his power – you know, the parting of the Red Sea for Moses, making the sun stand still for Joshua, rescuing Jonah from the belly of the fish, saving Daniel from the lions.  And people were impressed … for awhile.  But before long it was like, “What have you done for us lately, God?”  

So he tried to spell it out for them.  He wrote it out for them, and put it in your Bible, and as plainly as he could he told people, “I love you.”  If you ask us, we think God got a little wordy.  I mean, it doesn’t take 66 books to say I love you, does it?  Watching God write the Bible was like watching some of you write love letters to each other.  Some of you just go on and on saying all this mushy stuff, and those of you who read those love letters actually seem to like it.  I don’t get it.  Craziness, if you ask me.  Why say it over and over?  Why say it in so many different ways?  But that’s how God is.  He just doesn’t get tired of saying over and over and over to you people, “I love you.”
Well, to even our surprise, the love letter thing didn’t work all that well.  Many people never even bothered to read the letters, if you can believe that.  Think about it – if you got a letter delivered to your house and it was from God, wouldn’t you at least open it?  Others started reading it, got bored with it, and put it away.  That’s when we told God maybe he should hire Reader’s Digest to edit it down for him, but you know how touchy authors can be.  He said it was all important.  In any event, writing it down didn’t work.  

But God didn’t give up.  He decided to hire some agents to represent him to the human world.  He hired guys like Moses and Jeremiah and Isaiah and Amos, and commissioned them to get in people’s faces and tell it to them straight.  Let them know how much they were missing out, let them know he designed them to find satisfaction in an intimate relationship with him, let them know that he would do anything for them.  But while God’s agents did a pretty good job, at least from where we sit, they didn’t have much success.  In fact, people were pretty hostile.  They sawed Isaiah in half; Jeremiah they threw into an abandoned well and left for dead.  

That’s when we were sure God would put an end to the whole thing.  To be honest, we would have.  And we weren’t sure how much more God’s heart could take, to be rejected like that day after day, to be ignored, to be forgotten, to be doubted and treated as an irrelevance.  But you have to know that there is no one in the universe more determined or more persistent than God.  Thomas Edison may have tried 14,000 ways to invent the light bulb before he got it right, but you know what?  God has tried 14 million times 14,000 ways to connect with you, and he won’t stop until he does.  He is so in love with you.  His passion for you can’t be measured.  To tell you the truth, his love for you is not a bit rational.  It’s craziness, that’s what it is.


God's Wild and Crazy Plan
And just when we thought it couldn’t get any crazier, any more irrational, God came up with the wildest and craziest plan of all.  He told us later that he had had this plan all along, that he knew it would come to this, but this was the first we knew about it.  As a matter of fact, God asked me to be a part of his plan.  I agreed, of course, until he told me what he was going to do.  God took me aside one day and explained it:  “Gabriel, there’s something I have to do if I’m ever going to connect with these people, if they are ever going to understand how much I love them.  I’m going to become one of them.”
Become one of them?  First off, even I didn’t understand how God could do this.  I mean, I had seen him do some pretty spectacular stuff, but this was clearly something special in the miracle department.  But even assuming God knew how to make this happen, why in the name of the cherubim and the seraphim would he want to do this?   What is he thinking?

After a little thought, I said to God, “Oh, I think I get it.  You will become one of their leaders, one of their kings, and you will finally lay down the law for them.  You will set them straight.  You will make it mandatory for them to read your love letters and you will require them to follow your rules and you will show them just who is in charge.”
“No, Gabriel, that’s not quite it.  I’m not going to be a king, and I’m not going to come in with the trumpets blaring.  I’m really going to become just like them.  I’m going to become a baby, and I’m going to grow up just like them, and then I’ll try the best I can to tell them in words they can understand just how much I love them.”
“God, with all due respect, this is absolute craziness!  Have you thought about the risks?  What if they turn on you like they turned on Isaiah and Jeremiah?  What if they ignore you like they’ve ignored your letters?  This is dangerous, God!  This has got to stop.  Surely these people can’t be worth this?”
“Oh, but they are, Gabriel,” God said.  “They are worth any risk I have to take.”  And then God gave me my assignment and sent me on my way while he made himself ready to become human.

I have to admit it took me awhile, but I gradually warmed to the task.  God is just so passionate about you, and so hopeful, and so wildly enthusiastic, that I couldn’t help but catch a little bit of his optimism.  So when the time came, I was ready to do my job.  Actually, it wasn’t a hard job at all; it was even kind of fun.  My job was to be the announcer, like that guy on the radio screaming, “The Giants win the pennant, the Giants win the pennant!”  What I got to announce was even better, although my first audience was pretty small – one shy adolescent girl, to be exact.  Do you want to see what I said?   You can find my part recorded in Luke’s Gospel:

In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, to a virgin betrothed to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David.  The virgin’s name was Mary.  The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favored!  The Lord is with you.”
Luke 1:26-28

Poor Mary – she was pretty scared.  But I have to give her credit.  When I told her what was going to happen, that she was going to be the mother of Jesus, the savior of the world, she believed me.  What a great kid!

For my next gig I had a little larger audience – the shepherds.  True, there was no group of people who were poorer or less respected than the shepherds, but it was worth it to see their faces when they heard what I had to say:

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.  An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid.  I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people.  Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.”
Luke 2:8-11

What a moment that was!  I still get chills when I think about it.  But what I’m really here for today is to make sure you appreciate how hard that was for God, how far he came down from being the one who runs the universe to being one who can’t even wipe a runny nose.  And the truth is that it only got harder as he grew older, as he went from a baby to a toddler to a young boy to a man.  And then the unthinkable happened.  He might have known this would happen, but none of us could imagine in our wildest dreams that the humans God loved so much and for whom he had sacrificed so much would turn on him with such hostility and venom.  We couldn’t believe it when we saw them beat him and spit on him and insult him and whip him, when they nailed him to the cross.  And we were there, right there, thousands of us, just waiting for his command.  We were sure – as sure as we could be – that he would finally see how futile it was and would call on us to rescue him from the cross, that he would shout out to us to put an end to this madness, this craziness.

But the command never came.  So we watched, we watched as his heart, so full of love, finally broke, shattered into millions of pieces, like a glass figurine smashed against a wall by vandals.  

But I told you – God isn’t a quitter.  When it comes to his love for you, there is nothing that can hold God back.  Three days later he broke out of the grave.  And ever since then he has been on a crusade to break into your heart, and he will not give up.  You can try to ignore him, you can pretend he isn’t there, you can turn and run from him, but he will always be there trying his gentlemanly best to break through to you with his love.  And if the first 14,000 ways of showing you his love doesn’t work, he will try number 14,001.  

I am so jealous of you.  Oh, I know God loves us, but not anything like he loves you.  You guys are his favorites.  From the beginning of time, you are what makes God’s heart beat fast; you put the red in his cheeks.  I can only imagine what it would be like to be loved like that.  But you don’t have to imagine it – you can experience it, today and everyday for the rest of eternity.
PAGE  
5

