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                          Christmas Eve
Seasoning the season: season your getting
Luke 1:26-38; 2:1-20 [NLT]
In the beginning…
“‘Twas the night before Christmas


and all through the house,



every creature was stirring –




the people, not the mouse.”

An item in the local newspaper had grabbed everyone’s attention.

The full-page ad was almost blank; nothing but white space.

But in the upper left-hand corner, you could see a star.

And in the middle of the page, you could read three words --
just three words:  “It’s a boy!”

It’s a boy!
We know that, don’t we?

That’s why we’ve come tonight.

We’re here to celebrate what we sing:


“The virgin had a baby boy!”

But wait…wait just a cotton pickin’ minute.

The official birth announcement said:


Today…a Savior has been born to you [Luke 2:11 NIV]
Let’s see…

“God so loved Mary and Joseph that he gave them a son”.

No, that’s not right.

God so loved the world that he gave his only Son  [John 3:16]
The baby boy, lying in the manger, is yours –

God’s gift to you.

What will you do with it?

Actually, what are you going to do with him?

Throughout December, we’ve been trying to season the season…


trying to add some spice to our Christmas traditions.

We’ve attempted to bring out the “flavor of Jesus” 

in our greetings…our gatherings…our giving.

This evening, we’ll explore how to do that in our getting.
How can the flavor of Christ come out in our gift getting?

I submit it all depends on what you do with the gift…


what you do with Jesus?

Season our getting
(what are you going to do with the gift?)
1) What is the value?

Before we decide, though, we’d better look at the price tag.

After all, what’s the gift worth?

What’s its value?

What it won’t do for you
Let’s clarify what the gift won’t do for you first.

By now, all of us have seen and heard the lies…again.
We’ve watched the commercials on our TV;

we’ve read the full-page ads in our magazines;



we’re aware of the false promises --



what you and I supposedly will get 

if we get the right gift…the gift they’re touting for Christmas.

In a book entitled Unplug the Christmas Machine,

two women – Robinson and Staeheli – expose the Christmas lies.

Like David Letterman, they’ve made a list of the top ten.

This evening, I’ll only read five of the lies.
This, say these two women, is what we’re led to believe:

“If you get the right gift for Christmas…

1) your family will be together and happy

2) your children will be well-behaved and grateful

3) your wife will be beautiful and caring

4) your husband will be kind and appreciative

5) you will have enough money…”

Hey! we know that’s not true, don’t we?

You and I -- we’re not suckers;

we know that no Christmas gift can transform our family’s fortunes overnight.

Well, what about God’s gift?

What about the boy Jesus?

I don’t want to spoil your party, but…


but even God’s gift may not make all of your dreams come true.

The boy Jesus is not a magician


who will transform your home at Christmas into a winter wonderland.

Even if you accept God’s Christmas gift to you,


your lover may not return for Christmas dinner,



your company may not call you back to work after the holidays,




your health may not be restored in the new year.

Look, after all, what happened to Mary –


the first person to get the gift.
She was a teenager, living in a small town…unmarried.
Then she got the gift…and got pregnant.

Guess what happened to her reputation?

Don’t forget those long, hard journeys either.

With a baby bouncing in her belly, 

Mary found herself bouncing on the back of a beast…

all the way to Bethlehem.

There was that flight – that night flight -- to Egypt too…


not on an airplane, mind you…but – again – on the back of an ass.

All because she got the gift.

And when the gift was finally delivered,


Mary found herself on the street…homeless.

She had to sit and smell the manure 


as she placed the boy Jesus in a stable’s manger.

Please don’t misunderstand…

I’m not trying to depreciate the value of God’s Christmas gift;

I just want to be realistic.

What it can do for you
What, then, is the value of God’s gift to us?

What can it – what can Jesus – do for you?

Let’s review some of the claims, shall we?

Whoever believes in him – that is, whoever accepts Jesus – 
shall not perish but have eternal life  [John 3:16 NIV]
That’s what God says.
“Big deal!”  That’s what we say.

Surveys show that only 1% of us think of life after death.
I suspect, though, that the survey’s findings have been tweaked.

I have sat by the bedside of many a dying individual.

I submit that all of us think about life after death…


but perhaps only 1% of the time –



in those final hours before death…




when, unfortunately, there may not be enough time left 

to open God’s gift and receive Jesus.
Whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life [John 3:16 NIV]
That’s one claim; here’s another.

By believing in him – by accepting Jesus – you will have life [John 20:31]
God says that, too…


that his Christmas gift can help folks like you and me “get a life”.

That makes sense, doesn’t it?

After all, we live in God’s world –


he designed it…wrote the instruction manual.

If we have God’s son in our lives, we’ve got “insider information”;


we can know how life in this world works…



how we can fit into the big picture…




how – in spite of our inclination to make mistakes –





how we can actually succeed in life.

God also tells us that if we get and keep his gift

– if Jesus remains in our lives –



your joy may be complete [John 15:5,11 NIV]

Now, that’s quite a claim, isn’t it?

The founding fathers of our nation guaranteed the “pursuit of happiness”.
They, however, could not guarantee happiness itself.

As a result, most of us are still pursuing it;


survey after survey reveals that we “just want to be happy”.

Yet God claims that, if Jesus becomes part of our lives,


our joy becomes complete.

We can’t lose it; it won’t go missing…

even if our lover doesn’t return for Christmas…



even if we don’t go back to work after the holidays…




even if our health isn’t restored in the new year.

As I said, that’s quite a claim;

you may want to check it out.
One more claim…

God says that

in the world you will have trouble but in (Jesus) you may have peace [John 16:33 NIV]
I wonder: is that why angels announced peace when God first gave his gift?
We sure need peace, don’t we?

Victor Frankl, a world-famous shrink from Austria, contends


that we are an anxious lot…


that we don’t sleep well…don’t digest food well




because of two basic fears.

According to Frankl, we’re restless --

we’re troubled by what’s happened in our past;



we also fear what might happen in our future.

Wait a minute…
Doesn’t God’s gift resolve those issues?

Didn’t Jesus die on a cross to forgive all of our past faults and failures?

Didn’t he rise from the dead to fit us for a life that is “out of this world”?

All in all, a rather extraordinary gift –


this boy Jesus that God gave at Christmas.

You remember what Mary did with the gift, don’t you?

She saw the value.
She realized how the gift could change her life…
how the gift did change the lives of some simple shepherds.

We are told that Mary treasured the gift [Luke 2:19]
2)  What are your options?

So what are you going to do with it?
What are you going to do with Jesus?

You do have options, you know.

You can refuse it;

you can leave the gift – not under the tree – but in the manger.

For most of us, though, that really isn’t an option, is it?
We’re not that crass…not that crude.

We’ve developed some manners over the years
Perhaps you just don’t know what to do with the gift.
I understand.

More than 30 years ago – during my first stint as a pastor –


I received one of those 3-D plastic pictures of Jesus…



you know, the one with the eyes that follow you around the room…

kind of creepy…and not my idea of religious art.

I just didn’t know what to do with it.

I couldn’t refuse it;

the president of the congregation gave it to me.

So I put it in the attic…


and, every year, when I cleaned the attic, 
I looked at it as it looked at me.
I know people who do that with God’s Christmas gift.
They really don’t know what to do with the real Jesus.

For most of the year, they keep him out of sight…out of mind.

But once a year – often at Christmas – they come;

they come and take another look at the boy God gave.

Remember this, too: you can always exchange the gift.

This is a popular option.

Did you know that more than 50% of us do that every year?
On the day after Christmas, 

we exchange something we got for something we want.

Again, I know people who do that with God’s Christmas gift.

They exchange Jesus for something they want.
I know some who have exchanged Jesus for “the time of their lives”.

They’re so busy;


they work long hours during the week;



and, on the weekends, they schedule Scouts for the kids on Saturday,
soccer or softball on Sunday.
Just no time for Jesus;


so they exchange him for the time of their lives.

I know others who have exchanged Jesus 

for a boat on the lake or a cabin at the lake –


some thing they can worship on the weekend.

I even know a few who have exchanged Jesus for a person –


a life partner who loves them but hates God…


and wants nothing at all to do with a child – the boy God gave at Christmas.

Of course, you can always keep the gift…and use it.

Don’t we tend to do that when the gift is something we need?
I know people – lots of them – who have discovered 

that God’s gift is just what they need.

They sensed an emptiness in their lives –


not some thing – but some one – was missing.

That missing someone, they learned, was Jesus.

It’s easy to recognize these people.

They tend to eat better – sleep better – than most.

They also seem to smile more than most.

And they’re polite;


they’re quick to say “thank you”…especially to God.

They seem to understand themselves quite well

and, therefore, can’t understand why God would give them such a gift.

They know they don’t deserve it;

so all they can say is “thank you”.

Well, there are your options, my friend.
Which one will you choose?

Once again, it’s Christmas.

Once again, you hear that God gave you his Son as a gift.
Not the ball – but the baby – is now in your court.

What are you going to do with him?
At the end…

As you consider your options, I’d like to tell you a story.

Like most of the stories I receive via email,


I don’t know if this one is true.

But I do know that there is a truth in this story.

It’s entitled “Take the son”…and a bit long.

But I enjoyed the surprise ending…and I hope you will, too.

A wealthy man and his son not only admired great works of art;

they also collected them.

Picasso, Raphael, Van Gogh -- you name the painter; they had the painting.

When the conflict in Vietnam escalated, the son went off to war.

In a rare act of courage, he died in battle


as he rescued another soldier.

When the father learned that his son had died, he was heart-broken.

A month later – just before Christmas –


there was a knock at the door.

When the father opened the door,


he saw a young man holding a large package.

The young man said,


“Sir, you don’t know me, but I’m the soldier for whom your son died.


He was carrying me to safety when he was hit by enemy fire.


He often talked about you…and the art you both loved.”

The young man then gave the father the package he was holding.


“It’s not much,” he said.


“I’m not a good artist, but I think your son would want you to have this.”

The father opened the package.

It contained a portrait of his son,


painted by the young man his son had saved.

The father couldn’t believe 

how well the soldier had captured the personality of his son.
Tears welled up in the old man’s eyes.

He offered to pay for the picture.

But the young man said, 


“Oh no, sir.  I really owe you. I could never repay what your son did for me.”

The father hung the portrait over the fireplace.

Every time visitors came to see his famous art collection,


the father always showed them the portrait of his son first.

When the father died, he was alone.

No relative was left to inherit his estate.

An auction was held.

Wealthy art lovers came from far and near;


they were thrilled at the prospect of buying a famous painting.

But on the platform, only the portrait of the son was displayed.
The auctioneer pounded the gavel and called for bids.

He pointed to the son’s picture and asked,


“How much for this painting?”

He was greeted with silence.

Then a voice from the back shouted:


“We want to see the famous paintings…not this one.”

The auctioneer persisted:


“Who will start the bidding?  $100?  $200?”

Another person screamed:


“We didn’t come for this.  We want to see the Rembrandts.  Show us the real stuff!”

The auctioneer would not give up:


“The son,” he said, “Who’ll take the son?”

Finally, from the back of the room,


the faithful gardener of the father’s estate called out:



“I’ll give $10 for the painting; it’s all I can afford.”

The auctioneer announced:


“We have $10; who’ll bid $20?”

“Give it to him for $10,” said a man in the front row, 
“and get on with the auction.”
Again the auctioneer called for a higher bid.

The crowd was growing restless…becoming angry.

They didn’t care about the picture of the son.

They wanted to bid on the great works of art.

The auctioneer pounded the gavel:


“Going once…going twice…sold for $10!”

The crowd finally breathed a sigh of relief.

Again, the man in the front row said,


“Get on with the auction.”

The auctioneer laid down his gavel.

“I’m sorry, folks, the auction is over.”

“What about the other paintings?” cried the crowd.

“I’m sorry,” said the auctioneer.

“There was a stipulation in the father’s will…



a stipulation I could not reveal before the auction.


Only the portrait of the son would be offered.


Whoever bought that painting would receive the entire collection.


Let me put it this way:



the one who takes the son gets everything.”

God so loved the world that he gave his only Son [John 3:16]
And the one who takes his Son gets everything.

What has God told folk such as you and me?

Jesus came into the world…

and to all who received him…, 

he gave the right to become children of God  [John 1:10,12 NIV]
And as that pastor named Paul says:


Since we are (God’s) children, we will share his treasures [Romans 8:17]
Wow!  The one who takes the Son does get everything.

Take the Son, my friend. Take the Son.
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