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December 21, 2008
“Christmas Is Always About Jesus”
Luke 18:16-17
Advent 2008 Bible Message Series with Pastor Mike Clark

(All Bible verses are New International Version unless otherwise noted.)
Advent celebrates Jesus coming into our world.  We look back rejoicing in Christ’s birth.  We also look forward to when Christ returns again to complete his victory over all wrong.  In that day we will know the incredible joy of living in God’s Kingdom.  Yet, as we heard a few Sundays ago, the Kingdom of God has already come among us.  Wherever we find the King, we also find the kingdom.  When asked when the Kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied (Luke 17:20-21), “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you.”  By following Jesus, we have his Kingdom.

Therefore, it is vital to remember that Christmas first and foremost celebrates Jesus’ birth.  We forget that when we get caught up with all the busy, hectic demands of the Christmas season.  The majestic moment of Christ’s birth should bring us great joy, but we lose sight of that truth.  It is said that when a great eclipse of the sun occurred, King Henry IV of France asked the Duke of Alva if he had observed it.  “No,” said the duke, “I have so much to do on the earth that I have no leisure to look up into heaven.”  We become so preoccupied with all of Christmas’ traditions and obligations that we don’t take time to look up.  We disregard the great news of Jesus.
So to make Christmas wonderful again; to celebrate it to the full, we need to keep Christmas always about Jesus.  We need to make a conscious effort to center Christmas on Jesus the King.  We must strive to enter into the Kingdom of God with us.  How do we do this?  How do we enter the Kingdom of God?  Jesus said we enter the Kingdom of God like a child.  Luke 18:16-17, Jesus called the children to Him and said, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these.  I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.”  What do you think Jesus meant when He said we must be “child like” to enter his Kingdom?  I think if we can discover what Jesus meant, we can rediscover the great joy of Christmas.

Without a doubt Christmas is a child’s favorite holiday.  Remember what it felt like to wait to open presents when you were a child.  Many families open gifts on Christmas morning.  Remember how difficult it was to sleep the night before.  Our children when young implored us to wake up and let them run to the tree.  Christmas for a child is not just about gifts.  Everything about Christmas seems wonderful to a child.  Their eyes brighten in amazement at the lights, candles, trees, ornaments and manger scenes.  Children thrive on families gathering around the homes, and staying up late on Christmas Eve to attend a worship service.  Christmas can be rejuvenated for us when we look at it through the eyes of children.  For years, my wife has painstakingly put up each piece of her Christmas village.  When completed, the village includes many wonderful elements of a town rejoicing in Christmas with churches, stores, ice skaters, carolers, hockey players, sledders, sleigh riders, and even a Good Year blimp circling overhead.  After so many years, we enjoy the snow village, but don’t look at it too much.  Then, a few weeks ago, three young children visited our house.  They stared wide-eyed at the village, looking over every bit of it, talking about each new discovery they made.  Their excitement made that village come alive for me again.  We need to look at Christmas like children again.
To be child-like means to have complete trust and love in God the Father.  He sent His only Son because He loved the world so much.  Jesus shows us God the Father, full of grace and truth.  Jesus brings us back to the Father.  Jesus opens the door to the kingdom.  God through Jesus created all people, yet that does not mean we are all children of God.  Physical birth is not enough.  We need spiritual rebirth too.  We need that trust and love in God the Father that only comes when we are like His only Son.  To be truly child-like means to be like Jesus, the true Child of God born on Christmas.  We need to be born again, born from above through Him.  Jesus declared (John 3:3,5), “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born from above…  I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born of water and the Spirit.”  Christmas is all about becoming children of God in Jesus; born from above in Him in spirit and truth.  Christ came from above to lift us back up to the Father as children of God.  As children of God we live like Jesus, the perfect model of godly, kingdom living.  We rejoice in the things in which Jesus rejoiced, concentrate on the things on which Jesus concentrated, and avoid the things Jesus avoided.  In every part of life, we center our lives on Jesus to live the Kingdom lifestyle.  

When it comes to Christmas, we focus on Jesus.  Christmas is always about Jesus for us.  Someone has written that people use “Xmas” and it means Xhaustion, Xcuses, Xchanges, Xcesses, Xtravagances, Xasperations, Xhibitions and worldly Xcitement.  How much better to make Christ the very center of our Christmas observances and know joy, happiness, sharing and contentment in Him.  Center Christmas on Christ!  May the Christmas SEASON remind us in every way of Jesus Christ, our King!
· May the Christmas GIFTS remind us of God’s greatest gift, His only Son. 
· May the Christmas CANDLES remind us of Him who is the “Light of the world.”
· May the Christmas TREES remind us of another tree upon which He died. 
· May the Christmas CHEER remind us of Him who said, “Be of good Cheer.”
· May the Christmas FEAST remind us of Him who is the “Bread of Life.”
· May the Christmas BELLS remind us of the glorious proclamation of His birth.
· May the Christmas CAROLS remind us of the praise of the angels, “Glory to God in the Highest!”
Christmas centers on Jesus, not on the tree or decorations or anything else.  We have a new Christmas tree for our new house, one of those you can box up and use again next year.  Yup, we bought an artificial Christmas tree.  We have been holding out on doing that for a while, but the move to the High Desert changed our thinking.  One is that we need a taller tree now.  Another is that we have been told that cut trees dry out really fast here.  I did not want a barren tree by Christmas Day.  Another is that this tree came with lights already placed around it, over 800 lights!  When I turn it on, it almost blinds me.  I love Christmas lights because they remind me of Jesus as the Light of the world.  You can see the tree through our window from outside and it really adds a great Christmas touch to the house.  I really like it.  My wife likes that we got such a great deal on the tree, almost half the original price.

I can’t imagine Christmas without Christmas trees.  It has always been at the center of our family Christmas celebrations.  Yet, I am reminded that no Christmas tree stood at the first Christmas.  Christmas trees did not adorn Christmas celebrations for another 700 years.  The first decorated Christmas tree appeared in the 1500’s.  Come to think of it, a lot of what we call Christmas did not exist for hundreds of years after the first Christmas – no stockings, turkeys, hams, electric trains, Christmas lights, fruit cake and so much more.  Those things are all extras to the real Christmas.
What did the first Christmas have?  The angels sang a carol, or at least spoke one.  Wisemen brought gifts.  There was not much more to that first Christmas – a young mother, father and a new baby.  They camped out in a cave (not a wooden stable) to escape the cold and dark.  They ate a meager meal by the light of a small oil candle made of clay.  Jesus lay down in a stone trough (not wooden) wrapped with cloths.  They enjoyed the company of a few shepherds who came to pay their respects.

We think Christmas is about comfort, food, laughter, warmth, lights, family, friends, good times, etc.  Without these things, we don’t think Christmas will be very good.  We don’t think of Christmas as a time of hardship, persecution, cold, dark, hunger, and the discomfort that Mary, Joseph and Jesus experienced that first Christmas.  I guess I am saying we need to rethink what Christmas is all about.  I am grateful that Christmas is Jesus coming into our world, that still has way too much dark, cold, fear, hunger, persecution, suffering, misery, evil and lots of other bad things, so we could have a Savior from all those things.  He shines in our darkness, overcomes our enemies, reunites us with the Father God and with each other, gives us meaning and purpose to our lives and fills us with hope for today and for eternity.  Jesus is Christmas, plain and simple.  I still like my tree, but it is not the center of our Christmas.  Jesus is always the center of Christmas.

Just as Jesus is always the center of Christmas, so Jesus becomes the center of our lives all year long through each activity, holiday and everything between.  The truth of Christmas is for all the year for the followers of Jesus.  Howard Thurmond in Parables Etc. wrote,
 “When the song of the angels is silent,
  When the star in the sky is gone,
  When the kings and princes are home,
  When the shepherds are again tending their sheep,
  When the manger is darkened and still,
  The work of Christmas begins –

  To find the lost, heal the broken, feed the hungry, rebuild the nations,
  bring peace among people, befriend the lonely, release the prisoner, make music in the heart.”
This is the true message of Christmas.  Christ came to do all those things.  Now, as children of God in Christ, like the first Christmas Child, the Lord sends us out to do the same joyful things.  We lead the lost back to Jesus.  We bring them to Him for healing.  We help feed them and rebuild nations.  We bring his peace among all people.  We befriend the lonely, release prisoners and make music in the heart all in Jesus’ name.  We carry out all year round the ministry of Christ that He began that first Christmas, because in Him we are children of God.  This happens most in our relationships.  We learn to forgive like Jesus and be reconciled together in Him.  In January, my Bible messages will be all about practical ways of forgiveness, grace and reconciliation.  We must learn how to do them better.  We must teach our children how to forgive and be reconciled.  That is at the heart of Christmas too.
What would you do if your Christmas presents were stolen?  Spencer Perkins relates how that happened to his family in the book Playing the Grace Card.  "Daddy, come quick," shouted my four-year-old daughter. "Someone stole the presents from under the Christmas tree."  At first I thought that the children were playing on me.  But I could see quickly that they were visibly upset.  Apparently someone had come into our house while we slept, picked out some choice presents, removed the blanket that covers my favorite chair, and used it to haul away about a dozen or so gifts that were to be given to the children and to friends and family on Christmas morning.  To say that the children were angry would be an understatement.  After my 11-year-old son Johnathan realized that among the gifts stolen were his brand new Nike sneakers, he stormed out of the house in tears.
I sat silent on my coverless chair, stunned and fuming.  I had seen the children's Christmas special, "How the Grinch Stole Christmas" dozens of times since childhood.  But I never believed such a tale could come true.  How do you forgive a person like this?  How do I teach my children to practice forgiveness?  Because it is unnatural, we have to practice forgiveness, like any other discipline.  According to Dr. King, ‘Forgiveness is not just an occasional act: it is a permanent attitude.’
Later that day I put the question to my son. "How should we as Christians respond to the person who tried to steal our Christmas?"  "Yeah, yeah, I know, Dad," he said. "Even though he doesn't deserve it, we're supposed to give him grace."  Sure, I knew that the words that came out of his mouth were almost the complete opposite of what he was feeling in his heart (I knew because I felt the same way).  But I also knew we had to start somewhere.  And if, one step at a time, our discipleship as Christians could include giving each other grace, if our children could learn and practice forgiveness as well as they practice praise and worship, if we could literally create a counter-culture of grace, then just maybe, as we all mature in our faith, our hearts could finally line up with our words.  And the world would have to take notice.”

Stuart Briscoe in Meet Him at the Manger wrote, “The spirit of Christmas needs to be superseded by the Spirit of Christ.  The spirit of Christmas is annual; the Spirit of Christ is eternal.  The spirit of Christmas is sentimental; the Spirit of Christ is supernatural.  The spirit of Christmas is a human product; the Spirit of Christ is a divine person.  That makes all the difference in the world.”

For us, Christmas can’t be something we celebrate once a year and then go about our lives the rest of the year like Christmas never happened.  Christmas should change us.  Christmas should remind us of who Jesus is for us as our Savior.  Christmas should remind us of who we are as children of God in Jesus.  Christmas is for our year round, daily lives and situations as we live in the Spirit of Christ.  Saint Athanasius wrote in one sentence what sums up for me the whole meaning of Christmas, “He became what we are that He might make us what He is.”  The whole purpose for Jesus to come into our world was to make us like Him – children of God.  In John 1:11-12 we read, “He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive Him.  Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in his name, He gave the right to become children of God.”
Christmas is always about Jesus.  Christmas means our King has come among us bringing his Kingdom.  Christmas means receiving Jesus as our King to become citizens of his Kingdom; so we must have Kingdom lifestyles.  Christmas means we become children of God in Jesus the Christ Child.  Christmas means we can become like Jesus and that makes all the difference for this life and for eternity.  Is your Christmas about Jesus?
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