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The Greatest Gift of All
December 27th, 2009


For some strange reason, I tend to approach Christmas each year with an unspoken goal… and that is to hear the girls say, “This was the best Christmas we’ve ever had!”  
· Last year, for example… was a really good Christmas… we had a great time… exchanged some great gifts… and, amazingly, was able to keep Jesus at the center of most of it!  
· But, as good of a Christmas as it was, last week… as each of us in our home group was sharing favorite stories of Christmases gone by, Rebecca decided to share a story from last year.  

And, as she started… I wondered if she was gonna mention the limited edition engraved red iPod Nano we got her… 
· or the great time we had Christmas Eve… or the fun time we had the evening of Christmas, going to the movies. 
· But, did she share any of that? No! What she remembered was the fact that, as much as she and Sarah wanted to get into those presents under the tree… 
· that Daddy made them wait 15 minutes to get the video camera charged up enough to tape them opening the presents!  

Could it be that we’re not all remembering the same things?  But, of course, that doesn’t stop me… because 365 days later I was still hoping that this Christmas would be their best ever!
· Now, I can’t exactly say that I’ve worked out any kind of real clear criteria for what would make a Christmas the best Christmas ever. 
· I suppose when I was young, it was mostly about presents… about whether I pretty much got what was on the top of my list. 
· Then, when I was a little older… well, it was still about the presents… 
· and, in my house, the only way Santa would come with all those presents, is if you were fast asleep.  

But one year, my parents had some friends over… and as much as that may have been nice for them… 
· what it meant for me was that Santa couldn’t come. I mean… everyone had to be asleep, right?! 
· So, I angrily marched down the stairs in my pajamas in tears and asked if all their friends could get lost… and fast!
· Well, that’s when I learned that only the kids needed to be asleep for Santa to come!

But as I got even a little older… as much as all the presents maintained their appeal, the Christmas traditions we had took on greater meaning… 
· things that would happen in our house every year that would make it feel like Christmas… 
· from our careful selection of the perfect Christmas tree… to all of us sitting around the tree, just being together on Christmas morning… 
· To my mom digging out her cool little cookie press from the basement to make all different kinds of colorful Christmas cookies…  
· To helping my dad hang the multi-colored Christmas lights on outside of the house. In every way… it felt like Christmas!

So, what would make Christmas the best Christmas ever? Well… I’ve been thinking about that question a bit over the past few weeks. 
· Obviously, this is a fairly complex season to navigate. There’s all the shopping that needs to get done. 
· There’s all the busyness running around… from office parties to family gatherings... To all the extra cooking and decorating. 

Throw in a few therapist appointments for yourself to help you make it through the rest of the holidays…
· Along with a doctors appointment for a sick child… mixed together with some shoveling and cleaning and extra family visits…
· And Christmas card writing… and a Sunday morning church service for your family… And you’ve got yourself one busy time of the year!  

And then on top of all that, add a little economic uncertainty, a little worry regarding your future, a little sadness over who’s not with you this Christmas…
· And, folks, what you’ve got is… a challenge on your hands.  
· Not to have the best Christmas ever… but to simply survive Christmas… and make it to New Years in one piece!
· But is there any way to get beyond all that? I mean, what would it take, for example, for this year to be the best Christmas season ever?
· Is there even a way to measure something like that? Is there any standard against which we can decide how this Christmas is shaping up against last year or the year before, for example?

Well… I’d like to begin this morning with a Scripture that I believe can help us along on this Christmas quest.
· It’s a passage of Scripture that takes us back to the very foundation of what Christmas is all about.
· In fact, there’s a word in this passage that I believe is the secret to what made the first Christmas great and what can make it great again. 
· Anyone know what passage I’m talking about? I’ve got a $5 Starbucks gift card in my hand for anyone who guesses first!

Alright… here we go… the first words that speak of the kind of love that would launch Christmas…
· "For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life." 
· Here's the deal… here’s why this verse is so central: What made that first Christmas great to God… is what God got to do that first Christmas. 
· You see… "God so loved the world that He gave." Because, giving is what love does. Giving is how love expresses itself. 
· Giving is the heart of love; and therefore, giving is the heart of God. Giving is what God is into.

If there is one thing people don’t understand, I believe, about God… when they hear that word…God… what they don't understand is this… 
· That God is not a taker; God is a giver. This is the good news from the Bible. 
· In the ancient world, in ancient Mesopotamian cultures, there were all kinds of myths and stories about the gods…
· How they created human beings to be their servants… to give them food… to satisfy their cravings for this or that.

And why? Because the gods were takers.  And yet, in the midst of all these stories, we read in the earliest pages of Scripture, in the Book of Genesis…
· About a God who is so creative and so generous that He just creates with beauty and generosity and creativity and says, 
· "Now take it. Now enjoy it." "God so loved the world…" You see, God has been giving from the very beginning. 

In the James 1:16, we read… "Do not be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters…"  
· He didn’t want them to be deceived or misunderstand the essential nature of God… that He is not a taker. In fact, he goes on in vs 17…
· "Every good and perfect gift comes down to us from God our Father, who created all the lights in the heavens. He never changes or casts a shifting shadow." 
· The key word in this passage is the word “every.” Don't be deceived or misled… don’t misunderstand… 
· Not just good and perfect gifts… every good and perfect gift!

Some of you know that a few years ago I took a seven-day motorcycle trip through parts of Wyoming and Montana.  
· For me, there’s just nothing like being up in the mountains… and riding through them for seven days was something I’ll always remember.  
· Wherever I am, I’ll always gravitate toward the mountains.  And, when there are no mountains around, I’ll make my way to my second favorite place… the ocean.  

In fact, a few years ago, I was speaking in San Diego. And, at the end of that, I rented a Harley and drove a few hours east up to Julian, a beautiful mountain town.  
· And after that, I made my way another two hours back west to Laguna Beach.  This way I could get the mountains and ocean… in the same day!
· There’s something about being alone amidst the mountains and oceans that brings everything back into focus in my life.

So… where did those mountains come from? Who thought up those towering evergreens? 
· Who even thought of putting a lake 15 thousand feet up in the mountains?
· Who created the oceans… and thought up the white-capped waves?
· It honestly grieves me that someone would attribute all of that as the random product of a mechanical universe. 

I was in the car with Sarah a week or so ago and, I can’t remember why, but she asked me if I had ever run for class president.
· And so I told her… that, oddly enough, I did! I ran for class president in the 5th grade… and won!
· Of course, I won on the platform of bringing a bunch of TVs into the cafeteria and building a new set of monkey bars on the field.
· I never quite got the school to agree on the TVs… but they did build a new playground area for us.

Truth is, it was fun seeing other kids having fun on it… knowing that I had a part in making that happen… whether or not anyone knew the role I had in it.
· Well, far more so… does God love seeing us enjoy His creation… He loves when those He loves enjoy what He’s made for us…
· Even when those who are enjoying it never realize that the Creator of all that beauty is someone they deny each and every day.
· You see… that’s our God. Don't be deceived, God is a giver, not a taker. 

Understand that God's generosity isn't just lavish… it’s not just creative… it’s continual. It is ceaseless. It is unstoppable. 
· In the Book of Lamentations, Jeremiah writes, in 3:23, "Your mercies are new every morning. Great is Your faithfulness." 
· Every morning, God is saying, Did you like that sunrise yesterday? Here's food for your body. Here’s air for your lungs. Here’s beauty for your eyes. Here’s music for your ears. Here’s strength for needs. 
· Here are friends for your heart. Here’s a purpose for your day. Here are thoughts for your mind…

Each and every day, whether we’re conscious of it or not, God is giving & giving. That is what He does all day long. 
· I know… it doesn’t always feel as though we’re on the receiving end of all that many gifts.
· I mean, sometimes life obviously gets pretty hard… and we can wonder whether God is even there let alone showering gifts down upon us!
· And yet, what made the first Christmas the best Christmas for God… is that God finally got to give… His best gift of all. 

It is like He’d been giving and giving from the beginning of creation… and yet He had this one gift He’d been saving up all these years. 
· You see, when He gave Jesus… when He sent Jesus… God out gave Himself… 
· and in doing so, He set a new record for compassion & generosity. 
· And He was so excited about this gift, He couldn't keep quiet about it… so He sends Angels and sets a star above the manger.

You know, when Jesus began His public ministry here on earth, a lot of people had the wrong idea of who the Messiah would be.
· They thought the Messiah was going to be a taker… except, in this case, they liked what he was coming to take.
· In other words… they believed the Messiah was coming to take power, take control, take vengeance on their enemies.

And, because of that… because they had this distorted view of what the Messiah was coming to do… 
· Jesus tried to keep his identity, as the Messiah, a secret… at least for a little while…
· At least until He could kind of re-educate them about who the Messiah was supposed to be and what He was supposed to do. 

So that’s why sometimes in the Gospels, you'll see Jesus heal somebody and then say to them, "Now don't go tell anybody what I did." 
· You see… in saying that, He wanted to do a little remedial education first. 
· But when Jesus was born, He knew He was sending the ultimate gift… the most costly gift ever given.
· Truth is, He’d been anticipating that very moment year after year, century after century, and millennium after millennium. 
· And He did all this because He is and He’s always been… a giver, not a taker.

You see, what made that first Christmas so great was that He got to give the best gift of all… 
· and He got to give the gift of a Savior to people who needed it the most… to sinners. You know who I’m talking about, right? 
· Yes… the person sitting next to you right now…and the person sitting on your side of the person sitting next to you.

So, with all this in mind, here’s what I was thinking that would make this the best Christmas season ever…
· not how pretty we get this gym dressed up for Christmas… not how great the music is… not the stuff we get… not the food we eat… not the moments we create… not the feelings we experience. 
· It’s this… What if, instead of all that… what if we were to get so filled up with the love of God…
· that we were to become conduits of God's blessing to other people around us… 
· people who are under-resourced, people who are hurting, people who don't have much hope, people who have experienced loss? 

What if we were to notice? What if we were to get so filled up with the love of God that we were to actually see and then pray for and then just help and listen to and then be with and give to people who have a need? 
· What if we were to express record levels of compassion in concrete, tangible, real, personal, sometimes costly ways? 
· What if we were to so love the world around us that we were to give our best to those who needed it the most? 
· Well then, it would be the best Christmas ever. Then it would be the best Christmas and…we can do that.

That’s my hope for all of us… and certainly for us as a church… as we wrap up this Christmas season and head into 2010. 
· You see, my hope is that we’ll all discover another way to do Christmas… 
· As we purpose to find an alternative to the see more, want more, buy more, have more, shop more, wrap more, get disappointed more…
· Feeling more rushed & frenzied & stressed than almost any other time of the year… 
· All the insanity that our world calls the Christmas season. 

My hope is that, as we continue through this Christmas season and transition into 2010… that we’ll make that decision to reflect on this great God… 
· who so loved the world that He gave His Son for you and me. 
· And, I’ll tell ya… if we really do purpose to make this season and this New Year… a year of compassion…
· It won’t simply benefit the people on the receiving end of our compassion. It will also be such a blessing for you… and for me. 

This is one of the most profound teachings of Jesus recorded by the Apostle Paul in Acts 20:35.
· Jesus spoke those familiar words, saying. "It is more blessed to give than to receive."
· The key word here is the word “blessed.” Jesus doesn't just say it is better to give. He doesn't just say you're supposed to give. 
· He doesn't just say God wants you to give. He doesn't just say it is morally superior to give. 

He says, "It is more blessed!" To be blessed means to be enriched, to be enhanced, to be given more life. 
· Jesus is saying that it’s a better way to live… to be a giver than to be a taker. 
· You see, Jesus is laying out two ways of going through life… two ways to walk through this season. 
· In fact, let’s take a look at what these two different ways of going through this season… and life… look like.

Ok… everybody on this side… we’re going to express ourselves in a posture of giving… so, take your hands like this and just hold them palms up.
· You see… this is the posture of letting go, not holding on, not clutching, not grasping, not clinging… 
· This is the life of the open hand. “God… you’re such a giving God… every good and perfect thing in my life is from Your hand… And so, God… I want to live a generous life that reflects Your Giving heart!” Just keep them open like this for just another minute.

Okay, now while you keep doing that… Everybody on this side… You’re gonna be the taker side. That is the giver side, this is the taker side. 
· So you all do this with your hands. Everybody here, just…that's the take sign, okay? Just clutch your fingers together and make a fist. 
· Now keep holding that for a minute. This is a picture of hoarding, hanging on, gotta have it…
· “I earned it… it’s mine, mine, mine.” Now keep doing that.

Notice how this positions you relationally. This side, your hands are ready to communicate caring…
· and maybe you are next to somebody you love, so you want to take one of those open hands and put it on their shoulder right now…
· or just pat them on the back or wrap it around them or give them a little squeeze on the arm, around the knee or something.
· Now… this side, how are you positioned relationally? You’re basically positioned to punch somebody right in the face!

Okay, you can let your hands go back normal now. Here is what Jesus says…it is more blessed to do this than to do that! 
· It is a better way. You’re life will be enhanced. You'll be more enriched, and it is just simply true. 
· Sarah seemed to get a sense of that this year.  She had saved up around eighty dollars and apparently decided that she wanted to use some of it to buy Christmas presents for the family.

She asked Karen to take her shopping… and ended up spending a good amount of her money.
· She was so excited Christmas morning… not just about the presents she was about to get.  
· But, even more so, about the gifts she was about to give. In fact, she wanted us to open up her presents before she opened hers.
· Honestly… becoming a giver made this Christmas one of her favorite Christmases!

Some time ago, a study was done on a sample of students who were divided into two groups. 
· One of the groups helped tutor younger children, and the other group didn't do anything. No volunteering, no serving. 
· The students who were in the serving group, ended up being twelve times more likely to graduate from high school than the students in the non-serving control group.
· Again, they weren't being helped, they were helping.

High school students involved in volunteering are less likely to drop out, less likely to be involved in substance abuse…  
· less likely candidates for teenage pregnancy, more likely to graduate, more likely to vote…
· more likely to have a higher level of esteem, and more likely to go on to college. 
· You see… Jesus knew what he was talking about. It’s better to give than to receive. 

By the way, parents, one of the best ways you can serve your children is making sure they have an opportunity to serve somebody else.
· Maybe someone here wants to team up with a son or daughter to start a Girl Scout or Boy Scout troop that could meet in our building.
· Maybe you could talk to Joyce about you or your child (or both) volunteering at the Senior Home where she serves as a nurse.
· The girls and I went around one night last week and get to talk to several people. I spoke to a WWII veteran… it was a blessing. 

Maybe a few older folks want to offer after-school extra help at our building one day a week for school-aged kids in any subject you’re really good at.
· A study of older folks in their 80's who volunteered with school children, for example… had a higher level of life satisfaction…
· a higher level of mental health, less illness, less loneliness & less depression than those who did not serve.
· Why? Because… no kidding… whether you’re young or old or somewhere in the middle… 
· it’s better to give than to receive… it is more life-giving to give than to receive. 

So, in this New Year, what if we individually set a record for compassion in Jesus' name? 
· We’ve been working hard, and we'll keep doing that… as a church… to think of some ways that we can do this together so folks in our community can say, 
· "Thank God there is a group of people around here who care in such a practical way like this."

Now, some of you are thinking, "I hear what you’re saying… but my love is shopping… so, what about me? How can I serve?”
· “I think shopping may be my spiritual gift, and how do I use that?”
· Well, it’s for people like you… with spiritual gifts of both compassion… and shopping… that our Angel Tree Giving Tree may have connected with…
· Where you could express that compassion in a tangible way while sanctifying that shopping gift by helping out one of the children we’re helping through Arms Around Morristown
· However you do it, let’s make this season… make this New Year… an adventure of compassion and giving.  

How do you have the best Christmas ever? Well… the answer can only be found in the greatest gift ever given…. Jesus...
· And the God, who so loved the world, who sent this gift into this world for us… so that we could have life.
· How can we have the best Christmas ever? Well…it starts with a prayer… 
· “Jesus, I know God so loved the world that He gave, what can I give? What do You want me to do? Where would you lead me?”

You see, apart from what you get, apart from what emotions you might experience, apart from what songs you might sing…
· this Christmas season can be the best Christmas season ever.
· Because, apart from all that we might have received… it’s still always more blessed to give.
· We know this… and yet, somehow we keep thinking there’s another way to really experience the kind of blessing Jesus was speaking about.

Let me ask you… how many of you know what a Monkey Jar is? Well, the idea of a Monkey Jar is this.
· A Monkey Jar is a jar with a narrow opening.  And basically, you attach a rope to it or hook it up to something…
· and then put something inside that a monkey wants… like a banana or Wii System or an iPhone… something like that. 
· Then the monkey will come along and grab what’s inside. But because he makes a fist to grab hold of what he’s got, he’s no longer able to get his fist out of the jar. 

And, because of that, the monkey essentially traps himself… just stuck there, standing there, hour after hour. 
· Now, you would think that someone would come along and say, "Monkey, that banana is doing you no good. It isn't even making you happy. You can't benefit from it at all….
· If you keep clutching it, you’ll just stay all caged up. But, if you let it go, then you can experience freedom, joy, life, and community with other monkeys.” And yet, the monkey can't let it go.

Now, apparently in real life, no monkey has ever actually been caught this way… monkeys aren't that stupid. Monkeys aren't that greedy. 
· But here’s what's interesting: Do you know what species it does work with? Let me give you a hint. You’re sitting next to one!
· That’s right… in spite of our education & experience… we still find it pretty darn easy to get our hand stuck in the monkey jar.

A guy comes up to Jesus one time… a very able person… a rich young ruler, and he says to Jesus… 
· "Good teacher, what do I need to do to inherit eternal life? How do I experienced the blessed life, the good life? I’ve already been following all the rules. Leading a good, respectable, religious life." 
· Jesus says, "You know, there is one more thing… take your hand out of the monkey jar. 
· Take all that stuff that your heart is all wrapped around… that you're just clutching onto and sell that stuff off. 

Give it to people who really need it. Then come and follow Me. Let God be Your God instead of the monkey jar, and then your life will really start." 
· So, what happens next? Well, that man walks away from Jesus. He walks away because he couldn’t take his hand out of the monkey jar. 
· He’d be okay following Jesus… but only as long as he could bring the monkey jar with him.

Another far less respectable guy named Zacchaeus comes to Jesus one time… and this guy is kind of desperate. 
· Turns out, he’s a wealthy tax collector with his hand way down in the monkey jar. 
· So, Jesus basically shares with him the same message He shared with the rich, young ruler.

And yet this time, a miracle happens. You see, unlike the rich young ruler, Zacchaeus really does consider where life with the Monkey Jar has brought him.  
· And so, his heart gets changed… and he begins to understand what can happen inside when those with more (even those with just a little more) give to those with less.
· And he says to Jesus, "Alright Jesus, I'm taking my hand out. All the people I have been kind of exploiting and using, I'm going to give them four times what I've taken from them, and I'm going to give half of everything I own."

You see… when a hand comes out of the monkey jar, it is always a miracle… it’s ALWAYS a blessing!
· Walk around the block, drive around the neighborhood.  You’ll see a lot of monkey jars around here. A lot of houses. A lot of portfolios. A lot of crazy lifestyles. A lot of monkey jars.
· Those two guys get to the end of their lives… one of them had gone through life like this (hands open)…
· And one of them had been going through life like this (hands clutched). Which one do you think had regrets?

So… how do you make this the best Christmas ever? Well… maybe a big part of it has to do with getting our hands out of the monkey jar…
· While, at the same time, asking God for a heart of giving like His… “Alright God, kind of scary maybe but, give me a heart like Yours. I want to do what you did… so love the world that I give the best I got.”
· You see, guys… that’s the blessed life. And as we continue into the New Year… and as we soon move into our new building… would we make that our regular prayer…
· “God… would you give us Your heart for those around us… would we love the way You love… the kind of love that gives.”

Let’s pray…

Heavenly Father, You know about how easy it is for us to get our hand stuck in the monkey jar… and how easy for us to remained trapped there with our hands gripped tightly around what’s inside. And, even though wanting more never satisfies, we have such a hard time letting go. Thank You that you are such a generous God. Thank You that You so loved the world, that You so loved us, that You so loved me, that You sent the best You have…Your one and only Son. Thank You that Jesus taught us just how much more blessed it is to give than to receive. So we ask You now, Father, that You make this the best Christmas season ever… and the best New Year ever.

Would You free us up, would You liberate us, would You supernaturally give us a desire, a joy in giving. Would You help us to focus now, tomorrow, the next day, and the next week…on the people we see around us and give us a love for folks such that we actually want to give, that we actually get excited about what can happen. Would You, God, lead everybody in this room and us together collectively as a community on an adventure of life with the open hand. We ask this in the name of our Savior.  Amen.
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