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This has been the week of door-buster deals and deep discounts: Black Friday, Small 
Business Saturday, Get-some-sleep-before-we-shop-some-more Sunday and then 
Cyber Monday- [for on line sales.]  The implication, the alluring enticement, is that if 
you come out and shop today you will in fact spend less than you intended so 
though you’re SPENDING paradoxically you’re actually SAVING. And so long as your 
“winning” why not keep playing? That “just the right thing” is out there as are a 
thousand other “just the right things” and if you shop now you can buy them all and 
STILL save money.  You’ll WIN BIG, get all that pesky shopping done and then you 
can have the peace of Christmas. [Right.] 
 
My sisters and I had so many Christmas presents each year it was unbelievable. Mom 
and Dad took the financial hit to make that happen. Mom and Dad were quite young 
during the Great Depression of the 1930s but they were raised by depression parents. 
Their response was to appreciate volume.  
Less gifts is less good than more. More gifts is more better than less. And we-the third 
generation down- were the benefactors- in baby dolls and Tonka Trucks. When my 
[much] older sisters left home ALL the force of that post- Great-Depression, “more is 
better than less,” Christmas-giving was targeted at ME. And, as the Center-of-the-
Universe, I basked in the glory of it as any kid would.  
 
I grew up and met Jesus. And he said “It’s better to GIVE than to RECEIVE. It took 
me some more growing up and some disposable income from my tree-planting job to 
put it into practice. But I did and guess what? JESUS WAS RIGHT!! I was excited and 
delighted when my family opened the costly gifts to which I’d given a lot of thought.  I 
grew up some more, went to university, met Rebekah Got married, began having 
children- all while scraping together an existence. [I remember us dreaming about the day we 

might make $1000 a month- how comfortable we’d be with that “untold wealth.”] 

 
But I am my Mothers’ son, and despite what Jesus said and despite what I’d learned 
from my own giving experience, my psyche was still tightly wrapped around the 
sentiment: More is good, less is bad. The volume of Christmas presents under the 
tree was the indication that I- as a parent- had “won big.” It was a marker of my 
success. And there were years the floor of the living room was barely visible. And 
sometimes we couldn’t find the kids for all the paper and boxes. And some part of me 
was paraphrasing Linus saying: “THIS is what Christmas is all about Charlie Brown.” 
 
Now part of the shopping and wrapping and giving was out of love for the kids- 
no doubt. But another part- a bigger part- even a foundational part- was about me.  
If I didn’t provide for them the same over-whelming abundance of presents I 
remembered from my own childhood, I felt like “Christmas” was a “failure.” Or more 
honestly put I’d feel like I was a failure. 
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This part of Christmas, was, unfortunately, about me!  It was about my increase, my 
success, my “big win” as parent and provider. Pride is the root of all that, the basic 
sort of pride that has always been the downfall of Humanity.  The origin of The Human 
Problem is a pride-driven desire for “more.” 
 
If we look back at Genesis 3’s snapshot of Humanity’s Fall we see the Serpent telling 
Eve that they can be MORE than they are and have MORE than what they have if they 
just eat this fruit. The enemy offers Eve and Adam INCREASE beyond what God 
intended for them. [4  The serpent said to the woman, “You surely will not die!  5 “For God knows that in 

the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”] 

It’s not unlike the offer Satan made to the 2nd Adam, when he says in Matt 4:9 “ All 

these things I will give You, if You fall down and worship me.”  

Fortunately, for us, Jesus tells the old serpent “NO!” But according to the Genesis 
picture Adam and Eve brought us to The Fall by wanting to elevate themselves, lift 
themselves up, to increase themselves beyond what God had for them.   
 
That’s not Jesus way.  Jesus says:  
Mark 10:42 …“You know that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their 

great men exercise authority over them. 43 “But it is not this way among you,  but whoever wishes to become 

great among you shall be your servant; 44 and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. 45 

“For even the Son of Man  did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His  life a ransom for many.” 

Matt. 20:26 …anyone who wants to become great among you must be your servant,… 

Mark 9:35 …‘If anyone wants to be first, he must make himself last of all and servant of all.’ 

John 13:13 “You call Me Teacher and  Lord; and  you are right, for so I am. 14 “If I then, the Lord and the 

Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet. 

Mark 8:34 “If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow Me.  

Luke 9:24 “For whoever wishes to save his  life will lose it, but whoever loses his  life for My sake, he is the 

one who will save it. 

 

So Jesus modeled and promoted giving yourself away rather than receiving. Receiving 
is risky for fallen humans. The more I have the more important I may conclude I am. 
Receiving [power, position, wealth] is risky because it tends to feed our innate interest in 
elevating or increasing ourselves.  
 
During Jesus’ ministry not many understood this. Remember when Jesus first tells 
the Ds that he’ll die on a cross. Peter His #1, his main man, contradicts him saying: NO 
WAY, Lord! That’s not happening to you! Jesus says: I’m going to lose my life. 
Peter says “No! You’re going to save your life. 
[What’s Jesus say? Back off from me Satan!  …Matt 16:23 you are not setting your mind on God’s 

interests, but man’s.”] You’re human desire for “more” is showing. 
 
One significant exception stands out in John’s gospel, one guy who “gets it:” John the 
Baptist. He names himself as the prophet Isaiah’s “Voice in the Wilderness.” He’s there to 
“prepare” the way” for the Messiah. He lives in the wilderness and baptizes those who 
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come to him seeking repentance and forgiveness of sin. He was clear with everyone 
who asked that he was NOT THE MESSIAH. He said nope, not me. But he’s coming. 
In fact, he’s standing right among you, the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world and I’m not worthy to do up his sandal strap. In other words: he’s the king. I’m not.  

 
John Baptized Jesus and declared that he saw the Holy Spirit come down like a dove 
out of heaven and remain on Him. John declared that Jesus would baptize us in the 
Holy Spirit AND that Jesus was the Son of God. John even points Jesus out to 
Andrew, Peter’s brother saying, “Look, the Lamb of God!” And so the ministry of Rabbi 
Jesus of Nazareth begins through the testimony of John the Baptist.  
 
Some time later, some of John’s remaining followers come to John the Baptist with a 
question. They say to John, “You know that guy you named as Messiah is baptizing people these 

days and everybody’s going to him rather than to you. What’s up with that?”  27 John answered and 

said, “ A man can receive nothing unless it has been given him from heaven.  28 “You yourselves  are my 

witnesses that I said, ‘ I am not the  Christ,’ but, ‘I have been sent ahead of Him.’  29 “He who has the bride is 

the bridegroom; but the friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly because of the 

bridegroom’s voice. So this joy of mine has been made full.  30 “He must increase, but I must decrease. 
 
Let me disassemble the pieces here to get to my point. V28 John says: I was straight 
up with you when I told you I WAS NOT the Messiah. The role God gave me was to 
announce him, nothing more. [Tucked away in there is John saying: it’s nice of you to be 

concerned for my standing and reputation but it’s not necessary.] V29 the people are “the Bride” 
and The Messiah is “the Groom.” The Bride should be with the Groom. And I’m the 
Groom’s “Best Man” and so I’m glad for the Groom to have the Bride and the Bride to 
have the Groom. They belong together. 
 
But here’s the part of John’s answer that’s important to us today.  
27 John answered and said, “ A man can receive nothing unless it has been given him from heaven. 
Our destiny is in the hands of God. And whether we win or lose, get stronger or 
weaker, clearer or more confused it is ALL in God’s hands. Joseph accepts all that 
happened to him, even his brother’s betrayal of him saying Gen. 50:20 “You plotted evil 

against me, but God turned it into good, in order to preserve the lives of many people who are alive today 

because of what happened. 

Or Paul praying three times that his “thorn in the flesh” would be removed  [the 
purpose of which- as he understands it- is to “keep me from exalting myself”].  
He tells how he came to accept God’s answer: 9 …“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is 

perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of 

Christ may dwell in me. 

 

Paul and Joseph and John the Baptist all understand the need to receive what is 
given by God without grasping beyond themselves like Adam and Eve did. Faithful old 
Job sums all this up with the T-shirt ready phrase: Job 1:21 “The Lord gave and the Lord has 
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taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord.”  This is not some sort of fatalism. This is TRUST that God 

loves us and is working out his best for us and the Kosmos. 
 

And it’s from that Trust that John can make his final statement which should be the 
purpose statement for every follower of Jesus: 30 “He must increase, but I must decrease. 
The Lord gives and the Lord takes away. None of that is –really- my concern.  
What’s my concern is that my life reflect more of him and less of me.  
Oh the paradox of holiness  And Freedom’s mystery 
The less I try to save my life  The more I am who I was meant to be.  

 
He must increase and I must decrease. Looking back eight years ago, a significant 
part of my “spending more” was about MY increase. It was about my standing as a 
provider. Without being too dramatic it was a low-level show of wealth –kind of a 
personal potlatch- and an ego marker for whether I was a failure or success. If I was 
giving our kids something akin to the volume of gifts I remembered being given I was a 
success and my value increased. Otherwise, not so much.  
 
I was all tangled up in the “more is good, less is bad” approach to Christmas that was 
handed down to me. And THAT was fueled by the same sort of pride that caused the 
first humans to reach beyond what God intended for them to “save their lives” and 
Peter to tell Jesus he wasn’t allowed to “lose his life.”  
 
The desire for personal increase is not the way of Christ. His is the way of 
decrease. Setting self aside to serve, seeing greatness in being the servant of all, you 
“save” your life by giving it up, by losing it by decreasing yourself. That’s Jesus’ way.  
 
Spending less at Christmas is a way of decreasing yourself. It’s essentially a type 
of “fasting.” In fasting –not eating for a certain period of time and focusing our minds on prayer- 
we are “decreasing ourselves”  by limiting the control our appetite [desire for more] 
have on our lives; while simultaneously increasing the life of Jesus Christ in us- taking 

on his resemblance more and more and, in truth, becoming more the person God created us to be.  
HE MUST INCREASE AND I MUST DECREASE. Spending less on ourselves and our 
families at this time of year is one way to bring that into being.  
 
This will sound corny, but our family’s choice to “Spend Less,” our personal choice to 
go “cold turkey” on gift giving at Christmas, FREED me from the “More is better than 
Less” mind set. The wind went out of my ego’s sails. I didn’t have to buy everyone 
happy at Christmas or prove myself to myself  
I could decrease so that He, Jesus, could increase in me. 
 
Lord Jesus may it be so for us all. 
 


