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PREFACE

To say that our culture has missed the significance of Christmas 
would be an understatement. The wonder of Christ’s coming has been 
drowned out by a consumer-driven frenzy. However, before you and 
I get too frustrated, we have to admit that the problem is not just out 
there in the culture.

As followers of Christ, we too can get swallowed up in the chaos of 
the holiday season. Even when we do slow down, our thoughts about 
Christmas can easily become more sentimental than scriptural. Sure, 
we want to see a nativity scene at the department store, but do we ever 
pause long enough to reflect on why Jesus Christ came in the first place? 

Helping you answer that question—“Why did Christ come?”—is 
the reason this resource exists. Thankfully, we don’t have to guess at 
an answer. In the pages ahead you’ll read about four different reasons 
God’s Word gives for the coming of Christ. This resource is adapted 
from sermons David Platt preached in the “He Came” series. To help 
you reflect on these truths and discuss them with others, we’ve provided 
discussion questions as well as Scripture passages for further reading. 
Our hope is that as you reflect on these truths, you would be struck by 
the incomparable grace of the God who sent His Son, in the flesh, to 
rescue His enemies. Then, as a response to this good news, we urge you 
to tell others why He came.

David Burnette
Editor, Radical
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– 1 –

To Destroy the Works 
of the Devil

“The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy 
the works of the devil.” – 1 John 3:8

Christmas destruction. The phrase doesn’t exactly give you all those 
warm holiday feelings inside. You’d probably rather think about other 
things at Christmas, things like pageants, presents, or peace on earth. 
That’s understandable. However, until we realize that there’s something 
in the world and something in us that needs to be destroyed, we will 
miss the meaning of Christmas. 

So how is Christmas about destruction? Here’s how the apostle 
John put it in 1 John 3:8: “The reason the Son of God appeared was to 
destroy the works of the devil.” To get a better idea of what John means 
by destroying the works of the devil, we need to consider the wider 
context of John’s words as well as some of the false teaching he was likely 
combatting: 

Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also prac-
tices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness. You know that he 
appeared in order to take away sins, and in him there 
is no sin. No one who abides in him keeps on sinning; 
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no one who keeps on sinning has either seen him or 
known him. Little children, let no one deceive you. 
Whoever practices righteousness is righteous, as he is 
righteous. Whoever makes a practice of sinning is of 
the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the be-
ginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to 
destroy the works of the devil. No one born of God 
makes a practice of sinning, for God’s seed abides in 
him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has 
been born of God. By this it is evident who are the 
children of God, and who are the children of the dev-
il: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of 
God, nor is the one who does not love his brother.  
(1 John 3:4–10)

John is clearly concerned that his readers avoid sin. He’s likely re-
sponding to false teachers who denied that Jesus had come in the flesh 
(1 John 4:2–3). These teachers also denied the truth that belief in Christ 
ought to affect the Christian’s actions. They were claiming, in other 
words, that you could believe in Christ but not really live like Christ. In 
response, John says repeatedly that right beliefs produce right actions. 
For instance, 1 John 2:6 says, “Whoever says he abides in him [Jesus] 
ought to walk in the same way in which he [Jesus] walked.” If you be-
lieve in Jesus, then you’ll walk like Jesus. Sounds simple, right? 

Our own experience teaches us that the presence and power of sin 
prevents us from walking like Jesus. That’s why sin’s power had to be de-
stroyed. In order to see just how critical Christ’s sin-destroying mission 
was, we need to get a better understanding of sin. 

Understanding the Problem 

To understand what the Bible says about sin, we’re going to consider 
three different aspects of sin: (1) sin’s scope, (2) sin’s character, and (3) 
sin’s origin. 
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Sin’s Scope
Sin influences the thoughts, desires, and actions of every person who 
has ever lived (with the exception of Christ). John has already made this 
point clear in 1 John 1:8, where he says that those who claim to be sin-
less are deceiving themselves. We’re reminded of Paul’s words in Romans 
3:23: “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” The reason 
sin is universal is because we are all descendants of the first man, Adam, 
who rebelled against God in the garden (Genesis 3). Now, as a result of 
Adam’s sin, every man, woman, boy, and girl on the planet is born with 
Adam’s sin nature and his guilt (Romans 5:12–21). 

Sin’s Character
John gives us a basic definition of sin in 1 John 3:4: “Everyone who 
makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness; sin is lawlessness.” 
Sin is a defiant violation of God’s law. To live in sin is to live as if your 
ideas are superior to God’s ideas, as if you are outside of or above His 
law. Sin looks in the face of God and says, “Your law does not apply to 
me.” We tend to excuse sin as a personality or psychological problem, 
but sin is spiritual rebellion. It is lawlessness.

Sin’s Origin
Having seen who’s affected by sin—everyone—and what sin is like—
lawlessness—we now turn to consider where sin came from. Although 
we inherit our sin nature from Adam, we have to go further back to get 
to sin’s origin. John states it this way: “Whoever makes a practice of sin-
ning is of the devil, for the devil has been sinning from the beginning” 
(1 John 3:8). Jesus said something similar to the Jewish teachers who 
wanted to kill Him: 

You are of your father the devil, and your will is to 
do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the 
beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because 
there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out 
of his own character, for he is a liar and the father of 
lies. (John 8:44) 
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Talk about getting to the point! Sin originated with the devil, Je-
sus says, so everyone who sins shows that they are following the devil 
instead of God. Let that soak in: whenever you and I sin, we are like 
the devil, in active rebellion against God. This reality helps explain why 
Christ’s coming at Christmas was necessary for our salvation.

Seeing the Solution

Now that we’ve identified sin as the problem, the solution will make 
more sense. John highlights the solution in terms of Christ’s mission and 
Christ’s qualifications. 

Christ’s Mission
Christ’s mission is stated in 1 John 3:8: “The reason the Son of God ap-
peared was to destroy the works of the devil.” The devil’s work is sin, and 
Jesus came to destroy it. He did this by becoming an atoning sacrifice for 
our sins (1 John 2:1–2).

Christ’s Qualifications
Christ is qualified for His mission because of His essence. He is righ-
teous (2:29) and pure (3:3), and “in him is no sin” (3:5). It’s not simply 
that Jesus never committed a sin; John is saying that sinlessness is part 
of His essence. This sinlessness is unique to Jesus. 

Noticing the Change

We will spend all of eternity praising Christ for destroying the works of 
the devil. His death on the cross has fully paid for our sins and recon-
ciled us to God. Because we are in Christ, God now sees us as righteous 
instead of guilty. However, Christ’s glorious, sin-destroying work doesn’t 
only change our spiritual standing. It also changes our actions, words, 
thoughts, and desires. Or to put it another way, we have a new relation-
ship to sin.
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A New Pattern
Here’s how John describes the Christian’s pattern of life: “No one who 
abides in him [Christ] keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning 
has either seen him or known him” (1 John 3:6). Our belief in Christ 
makes persistent sin inconceivable. The key word is persistent. He is not 
saying that once we believe in Christ we will never sin again. Through-
out this letter John talks about how we still wrestle with sin, even as 
Christians (3:2; 5:16–17). In fact, if we are truly Christians, then we 
confess our sins (1:8–2:1). Clearly, then, we don’t become sinless the 
moment we become Christians. John is not talking about a one-time 
act, but rather an unbroken pattern of sin.

So what about those places where John says that Christians don’t 
sin (2:3; 3:6, 9; 4:8)? The answer comes back to that word persistent. 
God’s children do not persist in a sinful lifestyle. When you believe in 
Christ—the sinless One whose very purpose in coming was to take away 
sin—it makes absolutely no sense to continue living in sin. You run 
away from it rather than indulging in it. 

A New Birth
Persistent sin is not only inconceivable for the Christian: it’s impossible. 
John says, “No one born of God makes a practice of sinning, for God’s 
seed abides in him, and he cannot keep on sinning because he has been 
born of God” (1 John 3:9). If we are born of God, then we cannot con-
tinue in sin. Nowhere in the Bible is there room for the idea that you 
can pray a prayer, walk an aisle, consider yourself saved, and then live 
just like the rest of the world. It’s impossible.

Considering My Options

We dare not walk away from this passage without applying it to our-
selves. It’s clear, based on 1 John 3:10, that we only have two options: 
“By this it is evident who are the children of God, and who are the chil-
dren of the devil: whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, 
nor is the one who does not love his brother.” Either we are children of 
the devil or we are children of God. Which category are you in?
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Children of the Devil
Feel the weight of this: there is an adversary, an accuser, a devil in this 
world, who desires that everyone in the world would burn in hell. And 
he wants to make the path there as smooth, as deceptive, and as easy as 
possible. So don’t be deceived: if you are a slave to sin, if you live per-
sistently in lawlessness, if you are in active rebellion against God, then 
you are a child of the devil. This also means that you are deserving of 
death. Repent today and believe in Christ. Take hold of this promise: 
“But to all who did receive him [Jesus], who believed in his name, he 
gave the right to become children of God” (John 1:12).

Children of God
If, on the other hand, you believe the gospel of Christ and your desires 
and actions reflect a love for God, then you have evidence that you are a 
child of God. Children of God hate their sin; rather than pursue it, they 
confess it and forsake it. Like John, they are grateful to be part of God’s 
family: “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should 
be called children of God; and so we are” (1 John 3:1). 

We who were children of the devil (John 8:44), enemies of God 
(Romans 5:10), and dead apart from God (Ephesians 2:1) have been 
made alive (Ephesians 2:5), forgiven of our sins (Colossians 1:14), and 
received into God’s family! And this was God’s plan from all eternity, for 
He “predestined us for adoption to himself as sons through Jesus Christ” 
(Ephesians 1:5). 

Looking for More

So what about the sin that’s still in our lives, the sin that keeps rearing 
its ugly head even after we become children of God? Will we always be 
frustrated with our lack of obedience? Didn’t Christ come to destroy the 
works of the devil? 

Christ has destroyed the works of the devil in that sin and death no 
longer dominate our lives. Sin’s mastery, in other words, has been deci-
sively defeated at the cross. That’s what allows us to walk in obedience as 
Christians. However, Christ is not finished dealing with sin. Just prior 
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to the passage we looked at, John talks about Christ’s Second Coming: “ 
. . . we know that when he [Christ] appears we shall be like him, because 
we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). When Christ comes again, we 
will be like Him, which means (among other things) that we will never 
sin again. We won’t even have to battle sin. Jesus came the first time as 
a baby, but He will come again as a conquering king to complete His 
work of making all things new. 

John says that everyone who hopes in Christ’s Second Coming 
“purifies himself as he [Christ] is pure” (1 John 3:3). In other words, 
God’s children live righteously now because they look with eager expec-
tation for the day when Christ will make them fully righteous in all their 
thoughts, actions, and desires. In the meantime, as we wait for that day, 
may God deliver us from a light, casual, carefree, minimizing, justifying 
approach to sin. May He help us to love Christ and His righteousness. 
This is why Christ came. 

__________________________________________

FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why do you think the topic of sin is rarely discussed at Christmas?

2.  How does a purely sentimental view of Christmas cause us to miss 
God’s grace and love?

3.  Why is it impossible to be a Christian and experience no change in 
your life? 

4.  In what areas of your life have you been casual in dealing with sin? 
How will you, in dependence on God’s grace, seek to address these 
areas of sin?
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5.  While our good works are not the foundation of our assurance before 
God, and given that our obedience will never be perfect in this life, 1 
John 2:28-3:3 teaches us that God’s children live differently from the 
world. What evidence is there in your life that you belong to God—
thoughts, words, actions, desires, or attitudes? 

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

•  Read Genesis 3. What did Adam’s disobedience say about his view of 
God? How is our sin today like Adam’s? 

•  Read Romans 6:1–14. Discuss why God’s grace should compel us to 
flee sin rather than take it lightly. 

•  Read Psalm 51. Use David’s confession of sin as a guide to confessing 
your own sins and to prepare your heart as you consider Christ’s com-
ing this Christmas season.
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– 2 –

To Serve the Helpless
“For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, 

and to give his life as a ransom for many.” – Mark 10:45

Many people consider Mark 10:45 to be the most theologically-packed, 
thematically-rich verse in the entire Gospel of Mark. It’s also a verse that 
gets right at the heart of Christmas, for Christ tells us in no uncertain 
terms why He came. 

To understand Mark 10:45 rightly, we need to catch the flow of 
the conversation between Jesus and His disciples that precipitated this 
mammoth truth:

And James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came up 
to him and said to him, “Teacher, we want you to 
do for us whatever we ask of you.” And he said to 
them, “What do you want me to do for you?” And 
they said to him, “Grant us to sit, one at your right 
hand and one at your left, in your glory.” Jesus said 
to them, “You do not know what you are asking. Are 
you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be bap-
tized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” 
And they said to him, “We are able.” And Jesus said 
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to them, “The cup that I drink you will drink, and 
with the baptism with which I am baptized, you will 
be baptized, but to sit at my right hand or at my left 
is not mine to grant, but it is for those for whom it 
has been prepared.” And when the ten heard it, they 
began to be indignant at James and John. And Jesus 
called them to him and said to them, “You know that 
those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord 
it over them, and their great ones exercise authority 
over them. But it shall not be so among you. But 
whoever would be great among you must be your 
servant, and whoever would be first among you must 
be slave of all. For even the Son of Man came not to 
be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom 
for many.” (Mark 10:35–45)

Based on this passage, we’re going to consider (1) why Jesus came, 
(2) what this means for us, and (3) how we should respond. The claim 
by Jesus that He came “not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life 
as a ransom for many” (10:45) gets at the heart of the gospel—a Savior 
who serves the helpless.

Why Jesus Came

As we think about the reasons for Christ’s coming, we should not miss 
how shocking these reasons are, particularly when we remember that 
Jesus is God in the flesh. Earthly rulers typically visit their people with 
the expectation that they will be applauded and catered to, but as we’ll 
see, Jesus had a different agenda.

To Suffer
When Jesus says, “The Son of Man came,” that phrase may sound unre-
markable to us. But do you know another man who decided to come into 
the world, and for a particular reason? We don’t talk like this, of course, 
and for good reason. We didn’t exist before we entered this world, so we 
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didn’t have many decisions to make. But Jesus did. He is fully man and 
He is fully God. Amazingly, this One who is called both the Son of Man 
and the Son of God came to suffer. 

The first half of Mark’s account is spent following Jesus’ ministry in 
Galilee, but then a transition takes place in chapter 8. In chapters 8–10, 
Jesus travels to Jerusalem where He is going to be crucified, and on three 
different occasions He talks about His impending death:

•  And he began to teach them [the disciples] that the 
Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected 
by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes and 
be killed, and after three days rise again. (Mark 8:31)

•  For he was teaching his disciples, saying to them, 
“The Son of Man is going to be delivered into the 
hands of men, and they will kill him. And when he 
is killed, after three days he will rise.” (Mark 9:31)

•  And taking the twelve again, he began to tell them 
what was to happen to him, saying, “See, we are 
going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be 
delivered over to the chief priests and the scribes, 
and they will condemn him to death and deliver 
him over to the Gentiles. And they will mock him 
and spit on him, and flog him and kill him. And 
after three days he will rise.” (Mark 10:32–34)

Jesus knew why certain things were happening throughout His 
ministry. There was an intentionality to the cross. We can see this as 
far back as Isaiah 53, a prophecy that was written hundreds of years 
before Christ came. This prophecy plays an important role throughout 
Mark’s Gospel. Isaiah foretells that Jesus, the Servant of God, would go 
to the cross: 

Yet it was the will of the Lord to crush him;
 he has put him to grief;
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when his soul makes an offering for guilt,
 he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days;
the will of the Lord shall prosper in his hand.
 Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be 
satisfied;
by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant,
 make many to be accounted righteous,
 and he shall bear their iniquities.
Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many,
 and he shall divide the spoil with the strong,
because he poured out his soul to death
 and was numbered with the transgressors;
yet he bore the sin of many,
 and makes intercession for the transgressors. 
(Isaiah 53:10–12)

According to Isaiah, it was God’s will to crush Jesus and to cause 
Him to suffer. The cross, in other words, was not an accident; it was why 
Jesus came. That’s why Jesus asked His disciples, “Are you able to drink 
the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the baptism with which I 
am baptized?” (Mark 10:38). Drinking the cup and being baptized are 
both metaphors for Christ’s death. Jesus is referring to the time when 
He would drink the cup of God’s wrath, the wrath due our sin. Jesus 
knowingly and willingly walked into the jaws of suffering and death. 

To Save
Christ’s suffering had a purpose. He came to give His life as a ransom. 
A ransom is a payment made to release someone from slavery. While we 
were slaves to sin, slaves to ourselves, and slaves to death, Christ gave 
His life so that we might be free. He has paid the price of our release, 
and we are saved. 

To Be Our Substitute
The suffering of Jesus saves us because He suffered in our place. That’s 
what it means to be a substitute. When Mark says that Christ died “for 
many” (10:45), that word “for” carries the idea of “instead of” or “in 
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place of.” Jesus gave His life as a ransom instead of, or in the place of, 
sinners like us. This truth is captured beautifully in the hymn “‘Man of 
Sorrows,’ What a Name”: 

“Man of sorrows,” what a name
for the Son of God, who came
ruined sinners to reclaim:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!

Bearing shame and scoffing rude,
in my place condemned he stood,
sealed my pardon with his blood:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!

Guilty, helpless, lost were we;
blameless Lamb of God was he,
sacrificed to set us free:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!

He was lifted up to die;
“It is finished” was his cry;
now in heaven exalted high:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!

When he comes, our glorious King,
all his ransomed home to bring,
then anew this song we’ll sing:
Hallelujah, what a Savior!1

Jesus came to suffer, to save, and to be our substitute. 

To Show Us How To Live
We cannot overemphasize the fact that Jesus died in our place, but, 
amazingly enough, His coming does even more than that. Jesus also 
shows us how to live. More specifically, He showed His disciples that 
they were to live in sacrificial service to others. He suffered to provide 
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salvation, but they would need to suffer to bear witness to that salvation. 
Christ’s followers are not supposed to live like worldly rulers, but rather 
as servants. 

To Serve Us
Christ’s sacrifice certainly compels us to serve Him and to serve others. 
However, if we stop there, then we will miss a point that has a massive 
effect on how we live the Christian life. According to Mark 10:45, Jesus 
also came to serve us. Consider for a moment . . . 

• He did not come to be served by you; He came to serve you.
• He did not come to be helped by you; He came to help you.
• He did not come to be waited on by you; He came to wait on you.

Jesus did not come as some potentate whose personal whims were 
to be catered to by lowly servants. He came to be the lowly servant. 

What This Means for Us

Everything we’ve seen so far in Mark 10:45 leads to two realities. These 
realities might sound contradictory, but according to Scripture, they 
complement one another beautifully. Jesus is our servant and we are 
His servants. 

Jesus Serves 
In order to understand what Jesus means by calling Himself our servant, 
we also need to understand what Jesus does not mean. We don’t get to 
tell Jesus what to do. When James and John said, “Teacher, we want you 
to do for us whatever we ask of you” (Mark 10:35), they were treating 
Jesus as if His purpose was to respond to their bidding. But Jesus is not 
our servant in that way.

Jesus is our servant in that He gives us what we need. Jesus had just 
told James and John that they were going to suffer and that following 
Him would involve a radical sacrifice of their lives in service to others. 
This radical call to discipleship was accompanied by a radical promise 
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of Christ’s service. Jesus was not calling His disciples to do anything 
in their own strength. This reality is what separates Jesus and the good 
news of Christmas from every other religion. Jesus ransoms His people 
from sin and then gives them everything they need to live their lives in 
radical service to others.

We Serve
So we’ve seen that Jesus serves us, but doesn’t the Bible also say that we 
serve Jesus (Luke 17:10; 1 Corinthians 3:5)? Yes, but this does not mean 
that Jesus needs our help. A.W. Tozer addressed this faulty way of think-
ing when it comes to the church’s mission:

So lofty is our opinion of ourselves that we find it 
quite easy, not to say enjoyable, to believe that we are 
necessary to God. . . . 

Probably the hardest thought of all for our nat-
ural egotism to entertain is that God does not need 
our help. We commonly represent Him as a busy, ea-
ger, somewhat frustrated Father hurrying about seek-
ing help to carry out His benevolent plan to bring 
peace and salvation to the world . . . 

Too many missionary appeals are based upon 
this fancied frustration of Almighty God. An effec-
tive speaker can easily excite pity in his hearers, not 
only for the heathen but for the God who has tried so 
hard and so long to save them and has failed for want 
of support. I fear that thousands of younger persons 
enter Christian service from no higher motive than 
to help deliver God from the embarrassing situation 
His love has gotten Him into and His limited abili-
ties seem unable to get Him out of.2

We need to be reminded that God is not “served by human hands, 
as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind 
life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:25). God is Almighty, and He 
needs no support. He never gets tired; He never gets hungry; He never 
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gets lonely. He does not need us. We need Him. To say that we are ser-
vants of Jesus, then, means that we submit to His authority. We gladly 
acknowledge that He reigns over us as Lord and King. 

How We Should Respond

The truths we’ve seen in Mark 10:45 are not in Scripture merely to be 
admired. Consider a couple of ways this passage might be applied in 
your own life.

A Call to Trust
First and foremost, this passage is a call for you to trust Jesus to serve 
you. It’s a reminder that you are not self-sufficient. When you become 
a Christian, you’re like a newborn child who must trust his parents to 
feed and take care of him in order to survive. Earlier in Mark 10 Jesus 
says, “Whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall 
not enter it” (Mark 10:15). Jesus did not come in search of servants who 
would help Him out; He came to serve. 

There’s a danger of beginning a relationship with God by trusting 
Him to save you, but then trying to live out the Christian life on your 
own. So remember, every time Jesus commands you to do something, it 
is His way of telling you how He wants to serve you. For example, when 
He calls you to sacrifice your resources for the good of others, He is also 
guaranteeing that He will take care of you, both now and in eternity. 
Trust Him to do it.

A Call to Serve
Second, Mark 10:45 is a call to exalt Jesus by serving others. As Jesus 
serves you with His power and His love and His mercy, His presence 
will be evident in you. People will look at you and they will glorify God 
(Matthew 5:16). So here at Christmas, and throughout the year, serve 
others and point them to Christ’s humble service on the cross. He came 
to serve the helpless.
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FOR DISCUSSION

1. Why does it require humility to be willing to be served? 

2.  Based on Mark 10:45, why is it wrong to say that Jesus was a victim 
of circumstance or that the cross was an interruption of God’s plan 
of salvation?

3.  What does it mean that Jesus came to be our substitute and why was 
this necessary?

4.  Practically speaking, what does it look like to depend on Jesus to 
serve you? How is this different from expecting Jesus to fulfill your 
demands and wishes?

5.  While only the death of Jesus can pay for our sins, how should His be-
ing a servant affect the way we relate to others? How would this kind 
of mindset affect the way you deal with family, friends, and fellow 
church members? What about those who aren’t followers of Christ?

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

•  Read Psalm 50. According to this psalm, what is the right attitude for 
worship? How does this relate to our need for Jesus to serve us (rather 
than the other way around)?  

•  Read Romans 3:9–26. Why was Christ’s death necessary for our  
salvation? 

•  Read 1 Peter 4:10–11. What do these verses tell us about our service 
to Christ? How do Peter’s instructions relate to Mark 10:45?
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– 3 –

To Save the Lost
“For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” 

– Luke 19:10

The question “Are you saved?” offends many people in our culture, for it 
assumes that something is wrong with their lives. Others hear the ques-
tion and become confused, not even realizing that they’re lost. 

Francis Schaeffer was once asked how he would go about sharing 
the gospel with a modern man if he only had one hour.  He replied, 

I would spend 45–50 minutes on the negative, to 
really show him his dilemma—that he is morally 
dead—then I’d take 10–15 minutes to preach the 
Gospel. I believe that much of our evangelistic and 
personal work today is not clear simply because we 
are too anxious to get to the answer without having 
a man realize the real cause of his sickness, which is 
true moral guilt (and not just psychological guilt feel-
ings) in the presence of God.3
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In order to realize that you need to be saved, you have to realize that 
you’re lost. Sadly, most people don’t think they’re that bad or that God 
would send them to hell. Luke 19:1–10 is a good reminder that all of us, 
regardless of how we’re wired, need to be saved:   

He [Jesus] entered Jericho and was passing through. 
And behold, there was a man named Zacchaeus. He 
was a chief tax collector and was rich. And he was 
seeking to see who Jesus was, but on account of the 
crowd he could not, because he was small in stature. 
So he ran on ahead and climbed up into a sycamore 
tree to see him, for he was about to pass that way. 
And when Jesus came to the place, he looked up and 
said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down, for 
I must stay at your house today.” So he hurried and 
came down and received him joyfully. And when 
they saw it, they all grumbled, “He has gone in to be 
the guest of a man who is a sinner.” And Zacchaeus 
stood and said to the Lord, “Behold, Lord, the half of 
my goods I give to the poor. And if I have defrauded 
anyone of anything, I restore it fourfold.” And Jesus 
said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, 
since he also is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man 
came to seek and to save the lost.” 

Two Types of People

Jesus is surrounded by two types of people in this story, both of 
which need His salvation. Consider whether you’re a rule breaker or a  
rule follower.

Rule Breakers
Some people are known for breaking the rules. Zacchaeus is an example 
of this kind of person, for he was a tax collector for the Roman Empire 
who collected money from the Jews. Tax collectors were notorious for 
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taking extra money in order to pocket it for themselves. Clearly, Zac-
chaeus had made a pretty good profit at his job. He and other tax collec-
tors indulged themselves by depriving others of much-needed resources.

Rule Followers
Unlike Zacchaeus, some people love to follow the rules. The religious 
teachers and leaders in this passage fit this description. They prided 
themselves in keeping God’s law, all the while looking down upon  
rule breakers. 

Each of us, if we’re honest, tends toward one of these two groups. 
Maybe we love to break the rules and indulge ourselves in the ways 
of this world. We look down on rule keepers because they are totally 
missing out on all that life has to offer. Or, on the other hand, we might 
naturally do our best to keep the rules. We strive to live good, decent, 
and even religious lives. We look down on the rule breakers because they 
are the problem with society. 

This story in Luke’s Gospel teaches us that the people who follow 
the rules and the people who break the rules are lost. Both tax collectors 
and religious leaders need to be saved. The first step to receiving this 
salvation is owning up to our spiritual condition.

Owning Up to Our Condition

My precious wife, Heather, and I celebrated our tenth anniversary in 
New York City. While we were there, we wanted to worship at the 
Brooklyn Tabernacle, a church known for its music and prayer. Having 
studied the map, I was confident I could find the church.   

Soon, however, we found ourselves walking up and down the streets, 
criss-crossing back and forth. On several occasions Heather looked at 
me and said, “Why don’t we just ask somebody where it is?” To which 
I replied, “I know where we’re going. I’m sure it’s right over there. Just 
follow me.” And so we continued walking until finally it became ridicu-
lous. We were wandering aimlessly through Brooklyn. Reluctantly, I had 
to admit that I was lost. 
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Now maybe you’re not that stubborn when it comes to asking for 
directions, but the reality is that we are all that stubborn in a spiritual 
sense. We want to find our own way to God. This is the fundamental 
error of every major world religion: they teach, in some form or anoth-
er, that you will find your way to God by following a man-made set of 
rules. Those who rebel against religion commit a similar error, for they 
make up their own rules about ultimate truth and what God must be 
like. However, Scripture teaches that we cannot find our way to God on 
our own. Our condition is far worse than we realize. 

Consider some of the ways Scripture describes our condition apart 
from God’s grace in Christ:

• Our minds are blinded. 

In their case the god of this world has blind-
ed the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them 
from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory 
of Christ, who is the image of God. (2 Corin-
thians 4:4)

•  Our passions are disordered.

For this reason God gave them up to dishonor-
able passions. (Romans 1:26) 

• Our bodies are defiled.

Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of 
their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of 
their bodies among themselves, because they ex-
changed the truth about God for a lie and wor-
shiped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. (Romans 
1:24–25)
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• Our wills are distorted.

For the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile 
to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; in-
deed, it cannot. (Romans 8:7)

• We are slaves to sin.

Jesus answered them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, 
everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin.” 
(John 8:34)

• We are dominated by Satan.

We know that we are from God, and the whole 
world lies in the power of the evil one. (1 John 
5:19)

• We are children of wrath.

 . . . among whom we all once lived in the  
passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires  
of the body and the mind, and were by nature 
children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 
(Ephesians 2:3)

• We are condemned before God.

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but 
whoever does not believe is condemned already, 
because he has not believed in the name of the 
only Son of God. (John 3:18)
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• We are separated from God.

…remember that you were at that time sepa-
rated from Christ, alienated from the common-
wealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants 
of promise, having no hope and without God in 
the world. (Ephesians 2:12)

• We are morally evil.

If you then, who are evil, know how to give good 
gifts to your children, how much more will the 
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those 
who ask him! (Luke 11:13)

• We are sinfully sick.

But when he [Jesus] heard it, he said, “Those 
who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick.” (Matthew 9:12)

• We are spiritually dead.

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in 
which you once walked . . . (Ephesians 2:1–2a)

• We are destined for hell.

And the smoke of their torment goes up forever 
and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, 
these worshipers of the beast and its image, and 
whoever receives the mark of its name. (Revela-
tion 14:11)
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It should be clear from these Scriptures that our biggest problem 
is not merely that we’ve messed up or made some bad decisions. Our 
problem is that we are dead in our sins, we are rebels against God, and 
we are completely unable to save ourselves. In short, we are lost. That’s 
why Luke 19:10 is such good news. 

Taking the Initiative

When Heather and I first began talking in high school, I pursued her 
in every way I knew how. I wrote her. I called her. I waited for her after 
class. I was seeking her. In a much more significant way, Christ has done 
that for us. While we were dead in our sins, He stopped and fixed His 
attention on us, much like He did with this tax collector named Zac-
chaeus. He took the initiative to seek us out in our sin. 

Jesus came to live the life that we are required to live but could not 
due to our sin. He was perfectly obedient to God in everything He did 
(Hebrews 4:15; 1 John 3:5) and He alone possesses the righteousness 
that God requires (2 Corinthians 5:21; 1 John 2:1). Along with His 
perfect life, Christ also came to die a substitutionary death. That is, He 
died on the cross in the place of sinners like us (Romans 5:6-8; Galatians 
3:13). But He did not stay dead: three days after He was buried, Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God, rose from the grave, conquering sin and death 
(Romans 6:9–10). Now, all who turn from their sin and put their trust 
in Him receive the forgiveness of sins and the sure hope of eternal life 
(John 3:16). All this is true because Christ came.

__________________________________________

FOR DISCUSSION

1.  Why is it critical that we talk about sin and God’s holiness when we 
share the gospel?
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2.  Define repentance in your own words. How does Zacchaeus exemplify 
true repentance in this story?

3.  Are you naturally a rule breaker or a rule follower? How can it help 
your spiritual growth to recognize this? 

4. Why don’t we like to admit that we’re lost? 

5.  Respond to this statement: “I will start following Jesus once I’m able 
to get my life under control.”

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

•  Read Psalm 32. Why is it a blessing to confess your sin rather than deny it? 

•  Read Luke 18:9–14. What does this story of the Pharisee and the tax 
collector teach us about the right way to respond to God?

•  Read Ephesians 2:1–10. How would you characterize man’s spiritual 
condition apart from Christ? Who takes the initiative in salvation?
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– 4 –

To Give God Glory
“Therefore welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, 

for the glory of God.” – Romans 15:7

We have a dangerous tendency, though it’s often subtle, to view the gos-
pel through a man-centered lens. It’s all about my needs and my wants. 
While Jesus did come for your salvation, there’s a danger if you stop 
there. You begin to think that everything in God’s universe revolves 
around you. 

But everything in God’s universe does not revolve around you—it 
revolves around God. He is supreme, and His glory is the reason for 
everything. In Romans 15:7–13 Paul tells us that God’s glory is the 
ultimate reason that Christ came: 

Therefore welcome one another as Christ has wel-
comed you, for the glory of God.

For I tell you that Christ became a servant to 
the circumcised to show God’s truthfulness, in order 
to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, and 
in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his 
mercy. As it is written,
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“Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles, 
    and sing to your name.”

 
And again it is said,

“Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people.”
  And again,
  “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles,
  and let all the peoples extol him.”

And again Isaiah says,
  “The root of Jesse will come,
   even he who arises to rule the Gentiles;
  in him will the Gentiles hope.”
 

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 
you may abound in hope.

Five Reasons Christmas Should Be God-Centered

Based on Romans 15:7–13, there are at least five ways the coming of 
Jesus has an unmistakable God-ward focus. 

Jesus Fulfills God’s Promises
Jesus came as a servant to the “circumcised,” i.e., the Jews, so that He 
might fulfill the promises God made long ago to the patriarchs (Romans 
15:8). For example, God says the following about Abraham:

The Lord said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am 
about to do, seeing that Abraham shall surely become 
a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the 
earth shall be blessed in him?” (Genesis 18:17–18)
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God then reiterates the same promise to Abraham’s son, Isaac:

Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and will 
bless you, for to you and to your offspring I will give 
all these lands, and I will establish the oath that I 
swore to Abraham your father. I will multiply your 
offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your 
offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all 
the nations of the earth shall be blessed. (Genesis 
26:3–4)

The promise continues as God speaks to Isaac’s son, Jacob:

I am the Lord, the God of Abraham your father and 
the God of Isaac. The land on which you lie I will 
give to you and to your offspring. Your offspring shall 
be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread 
abroad to the west and to the east and to the north 
and to the south, and in you and your offspring shall 
all the families of the earth be blessed. Behold, I am 
with you and will keep you wherever you go, and will 
bring you back to this land. For I will not leave you 
until I have done what I have promised you. (Genesis 
28:13–15)

God’s royal promise later comes to Jacob’s son, Judah, who will con-
tinue to rule and to whom the nations will give their obedience (Genesis 
49:10). The line of Judah then goes through David and Solomon, until 
eventually it shows up in the opening words of the New Testament: 
“The book of the genealogy of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of 
Abraham” (Matthew 1:1). God kept His promise to send a king through 
His people and for His people. This same message was then proclaimed 
by Christ’s apostles:

And all the prophets who have spoken, from Sam-
uel and those who came after him, also proclaimed 
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these days. You are the sons of the prophets and of 
the covenant that God made with your fathers, say-
ing to Abraham, “And in your offspring shall all the 
families of the earth be blessed.” God, having raised 
up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you  
by turning every one of you from your wickedness. 
(Acts 3:24–26)

Ultimately, Christ fulfills all of God’s promises (2 Corinthians 
1:20), which in turn brings God glory.

Jesus Certifies God’s Integrity
By fulfilling God’s promises, Christ shows us “God’s truthfulness” (Ro-
mans 15:8). Even before God makes or keeps His promises, God is true 
in and of Himself. He is true in every facet of His character. Unlike us, 
He does not lack integrity. I want to be loving, but there are times when 
I do, say, or think things that are not loving. Not so with God: He is 
always loving, always true to His character.

Throughout Scripture we see a multiplicity of God’s attributes. We 
see His mercy, justice, wrath, love, power, and grace, just to name a few. 
But we mistakenly think that God goes back and forth between these 
attributes, as if He acts justly some of the time and then mercifully at 
other times. This is a skewed picture of God. God is at every moment 
true to all of His attributes. A.W. Tozer put it this way:

All of God’s acts are consistent with all of His at-
tributes. No attribute contradicts any other, but all 
harmonize and blend into each other in the infinite 
abyss of the Godhead. All that God does agrees with 
all that God is and being and doing are one in Him. 
The familiar picture of God as often torn between 
His justice and His mercy is altogether false to the 
facts. To think of God as inclining first toward one 
and then toward another of His attributes is to imag-
ine a God who is unsure of Himself, frustrated and 
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emotionally unstable, which of course is to say that 
the one of whom we are thinking is not the true God 
at all but a weak, mental reflection of Him badly out 
of focus. 

God being who He is, cannot cease to be what 
He is, and being what He is, He cannot act out of 
character with Himself.4 

This perfect harmony of attributes is what it means for God to be 
true, and we see this supremely in Christ’s work on the cross. Sin was 
punished as Christ took the wrath of God upon Himself. At the same 
time, Christ also showed us the love and mercy of God, for it is through 
Christ’s death that God reconciles us to Himself. 

Jesus Demonstrates God’s Mercy
God said He would bless “all the families of the earth” through Abraham 
(Genesis 12:3), but His promises and covenants were given specifically 
to the Jews throughout the Old Testament. The Gentiles are described 
as “having no hope and without God in the world” (Ephesians 2:12). 
However, Christ came so that the Gentiles would “glorify God for his 
mercy” (Romans 15:9). Now anyone who trusts in Christ is part of 
God’s people and a recipient of the blessing of Abraham.

Jesus Unifies God’s People
Although Jews and Gentiles were very different from one another so-
cially, politically, and culturally, Jesus came to unify them. But for what 
purpose? Paul tells us right before this passage: “ . . . that together you 
may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
(Romans 15:6). When people from diverse cultures unite to praise God, 
this demonstrates God’s excellency. 

Jesus Brings about God’s Praise
God purposed to bring His people, Israel, along with all peoples, togeth-
er in praise and worship. This purpose was foretold throughout the Old 
Testament, and it was fulfilled in Christ. Paul demonstrates this point by 
using several Old Testament quotations in Romans 15:9–12:
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Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles, 
  and sing to your name. (Psalm 18:49; 2 Samuel 22:50) 

Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his people. (Deuteronomy 
32:43)

Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 
 and let all the peoples extol him. (Psalm 117:1)

The root of Jesse will come, 
 even he who arises to rule the Gentiles; 
in him will the Gentiles hope. (Isaiah 11:1)

God’s purpose was to bring Jews and Gentiles together to praise 
Him, and this purpose was realized in Jesus Christ. Once again we see 
the God-centered meaning of Christ’s coming. 

Five Reasons the New Year Should Be Hope-Filled

Finally, Paul closes out this passage by pointing out that Christ’s coming 
not only brings God glory, but also it brings us hope. The apostle prays,

May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace 
in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit 
you may abound in hope. (Romans 15:13)

Paul calls God the “God of hope,” and he prays that we would 
“abound in hope.” The apostle isn’t talking about a hope that we con-
trive or some wishful sentiment that leads us to say, “I hope this will be 
a good year.” That’s how the world hopes.

The world tells you to bank your hope on how healthy you are, 
how stable your job is, or how good your relationships are. However, 
these things can crumble in an instant. So what will we hope in when 
these things fail us in the upcoming year? Based on the God-centered 
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purpose of Christ’s coming, here are five reasons to be filled with hope 
going into a new year.

God Will Be True to His Character
Regardless of what happens in the coming year, God will be loving, mer-
ciful, faithful, just, wise, and sovereign over all things. He will be true to 
His character at every moment of every day in a world where everything 
is unpredictable, unreliable, and inconsistent. 

God Will Be Faithful to His Word
You and I aren’t promised that life will be safe and easy in the coming 
year, yet even a quick survey of the book of Romans reminds us that we 
have far better promises:

•  For we hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the 
law. (Romans 3:27)

•  And to the one who does not work but believes in him who 
justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness . . . 
(Romans 4:5)

•  Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his [Christ’s] 
blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of 
God. (Romans 5:9)

•  For sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under 
law but under grace. (Romans 6:14)

•  For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, 
but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we 
cry, “Abba! Father!” (Romans 8:15)

•  For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 
worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. 
(Romans 8:18)
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•  And we know that for those who love God all things work togeth-
er for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 
(Romans 8:28)

The God who fulfilled His promises to the patriarchs in the coming 
of Christ will be faithful to fulfill every promise that He has made to 
you. 

God Will Be Constant in His Mercy
There is not one detail of your life in the coming year that God will not 
be intimately aware of. He will always be there to hear your cry; He will 
be there to bear your burden; He will be there to give you everything 
you need. The mercy of Christ is your hope for your salvation, for your 
marriage, for your children, and for every other facet of your life. 

God Will Show His Love through His People
The fellowship of your church is one of the main ways God expresses 
His love to you. He uses His people to care for and provide for your 
needs. Though we do not have the same background, social preferences, 
or political views, God’s people have been reconciled to Him through 
Christ and therefore we are part of the same family.

God Will Use Our Lives to Accomplish His Purpose
We have already seen that, in Christ, God has fulfilled His purpose to 
bring all peoples together—Jews and Gentiles—to glorify Him. Now, 
as we give ourselves to making God’s glory known among all people 
groups, we can be confident that we will not fail. Of course, Satan will 
not sit idly by, so carrying out the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-
20) won’t be easy. But it will be worth it.

In the end, the reason why Jesus came is the same reason we live—
for the glory of God. 
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FOR DISCUSSION

1.  What are some ways that we view the gospel through a man-centered 
lens rather than a God-centered lens?

2.  How does Christmas relate to God’s promises to Abraham?

3.  Why is it wrong to say that Christ’s coming is about God’s love and 
not God’s justice? 

4.  Explain what Christ’s coming has to do with the unity of God’s  
people.

5.  How does it give us hope that Christ came to glorify God?

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

•  Read Genesis 15:1–6. How does this promise to Abraham relate to 
the coming of Christ?

•  Read John 17:1–5. How would you summarize the purpose of Christ’s 
earthly ministry? 

•  Read 1 Corinthians 10:31. Discuss what it means to live all of life to 
the glory of God. 
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