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Remember Christmas as a kid?  What was it like with your family?  In your home?  Christmas provides us with a great opportunity to look beyond you and exercise the habit of giving, and grow a more generous heart.   That’s what this series is focused on: opening your heart to others and giving the gift of “you.”  Generosity and gratitude are the most potent antidotes to greed.   If you don’t deal with the greed that grips each of us, you’re likely to hurt those closest to you in life  as wise Solmon warns: Greedy people bring trouble to their families.. (Proverbs 15:27 NLT).  Three biblical examples illustrate the truth of  how greed can hurt your family: 
Example #1 is Cain (Genesis chapter 4) Both Cain and his brother Abel, loved God gave to God as part of their worship.  Pride and envy clouded Cain’s heart and he secretly  murdered his brother.  When God confronted Cain about this …the LORD said to Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” “I don’t know,” he replied. “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Genesis 4:9 NIV  Envy, jealousy, greed had gripped his heart and turned this brother into a murderer.  
Example #2 is Jacob (Genesis chapter 27)He had a sibling rivalry with his brother Esau since before birth and Jacob schemed to swipe his father’s death-bed blessing from Esau. When Esau became aware of what Jacob had greedily done, Esau held a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing his father had given him.  Genesis 27:41  A greedy heart can come between the closest relationships on this planet. 
Examples #3 are Joseph’s brothers (Genesis chs. 37-47).  Joseph was number 11th out of 12 boys and his brothers were very jealous of  his father’s favoritism: “his brothers hated Joseph because their father loved him more than the rest of them. They couldn’t say a kind word to him.  (Genesis 37:4)  Joseph’s brothers considered killing him, and sold him as a slave.  Clearly, greed and it’s variants (jealousy & envy) can hurt  those nearest and dearest to you if you allow it to infect your heart.   That is why it is in your best interest to invite God to change your heart, and to become strategic in cultivating generosity toward others.   Allow me to give you three reasons why it is important and beneficial to cultivate generosity toward your family; to open your heart toward them and show you care:
Why show my family I care? 
A. Because Family are my longest relationships in life.  You won’t know anyone in life longer than you know your brothers/sisters: they’re the longest relationships in life and also one of the most intense.  Anyone here get into sibling squabbles?  Siblings, parents, spouses: these are life’s relational marathons.  A biblical example is that of Jesus and his mother, Mary.  She cared for her son from birth, as Luke notes in his Christmas story: “the time came for the baby to be born, and she (Mary) gave birth to her firstborn, a son….he was named Jesus.. (Luke 2:6b-7a, 21). Mary was awaiting Jesus at his birth, and at his side during his death, as John notes: “Standing near the cross were Jesus’ mother, and his mother’s sister… When Jesus saw his mother standing there beside the disciple he loved, he said to her, “Dear woman, here is your son.” And he said to this disciple, “Here is your mother.”  (John 19:17, 26-27).  Jesus chose the parent-child metaphor to challenging his close friend and follower John to care for his own mother, and his mother to entrust herself to the care of his friend.   Most of us will “bleed white” for family.  Mary and Jesus illustrate the truth that: Other things may change us, but we start and end with the family (Anthony Brandt).  Family are your longest relationships in life; so make them count by keeping your heart and life to them, and showing you care.
B.   Why show my family I care? Because Family are my first responsibility in life.  Family’s where we first learn to care, and –in God’s eyes-  family is your first responsibility, listen to these words of St. Paul:  “…if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is pleasing to God…Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their own household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever “ ( 1 Timothy 5:3-4, 8 NIV).  God never excuses you from caring for family.  St. Paul notes in his teaching on leadership qualifications in his first letter to Timothy (ch. 3) and toTitus (ch. 1) that developing a track record of caring for your biological family is a requirement for leadership in the church –your spiritual family.  It’s been said that “family is your first church” which is why you and I should become strategic in our care and concern for family.   
C.  Why show my family I care? Because Family are my unavoidable legacy in life.  Your family ties go DNA deep!  You can deny or neglect your interpersonal relationships with your family, but you can never deny your biological relationship to them.   Jesus taught that familial relationships are designed by God to be enduring, teaching us that “A slave does not stay with a family forever, but a son belongs to the family forever” (John 8:35, NLT).  Not only will you always share your family’s DNA, but many other traits like your temperament, values, relational & communication styles and many of your perspectives on life.  You and I are tied to “family” in undeniable ways.   Most of us will “bleed white” for family as Solomon noted in Proverbs 17:17:  ..a brother is born to help in time of need.  The Message version of this reads: families stick together in all kinds of trouble.   Archbishop Desmond Tutu has said of family: “You don't choose your family.  They are God's gift to you, as you are to them.”  You should strive to be God’s gift to your family because they’re life’s longest relationships, first responsibility, and  unavoidable legacy.   God wants you to make the most of family, and help your family become all that He has created them to be.  That takes T.L.C.   Now that I’ve built the case for caring for family, allow me to give some tips on how you can do so. 
First, let me remind you of the biblical basics of showing love within families; God’s benchmark standards for care.   Today’s message presumes  that you’re fulfilling the following:
· Children obey/honor parents. That’s the 5th commandment (Exodus 20, Deut 5, Eph 6:2).
· Parents don’t be harsh with/exasperate your kids in disciplining them  (Eph 6:3).
· Husbands love your wives by serving, honoring and by treating them with courtesy & respect (Ephesians 5:25-33 & 1 Peter 3:7).
· Wives respect your husband and defer to his leadership (Ephesians 5:22-25).
· Spouses: don’t cut off each other sexually except by mutual consent (1 Corinthians 7:1-5).

In addition to the basics, God’s Word (the Scriptures) holds several powerful principles of showing love to family:

How can I show my family I care?   1. Pray for my family,  (Application of 12/02 Action point: “look beyond me”). Example: Job would get up early in the morning and sacrifice a burnt offering for each of his children, thinking, “Maybe one of them sinned by defying God inwardly.” Job made a habit of this sacrificial atonement, just in case they’d sinned.  Job 1:5 (MSG)   St Paul wrote to his spiritual family/the church: “Every time I think of you, I give thanks to my God. Whenever I pray, I make my request for all of you with joy.”  Philippians 1:3-4 Read the supplement “26 Guards” on prayer’s protective power below.  Afterwards, ask yourself: is there any relative(s) which I should be praying for regularly?  Who’s most likely not  praying for themselves?  
TIP:Make a prayer list/appointment   Identify of your relatives haven’t yet trusted in Jesus as Forgiver and Leader in life ---who most likely aren’t praying for themselves?  Go out as far as you’re motivated to.   Commit to pray for the spiritual awakening of your relatives who are not Christ followers; look beyond “me” –pray for family!  My wife and I have developed a habit of praying for our siblings, their spouses and children who are not Christ-followers in our weekday morning prayers.  Here’s what we pray for them (the order varies):

· That God will strip away the blindness that the god of this world has placed on their minds (2 Corinthians 4:4)

· That God our Father would draw them to Jesus  (John 6:44)

· That God will provide us opportunities to share His message with them (Colossians 4:3) and enable us to make the most of each (Col. 4:5)

· That the Holy Spirit will:

·  release God’s gift of faith to enable them to believe in Jesus and be saved (1 Corinthians 12:3)

· convict them of their sin and challenge them to change (John  16:8-10)

· Guide them to discover the truth about who God is (John 16:12) and who they are without Christ. 

It takes us just 5 or so minutes to make these requests on behalf of your family; the bible teaches that the prayers of people who are right with God are powerful (James 5:16).  Make a list; make an appointment; make a difference! Pray! 

How can I show my family I care?   2. Keep in touch with my family (12/02 Application point: “Give beyond me”).  The bible teaches that “generous people plan to do what is generous, and they stand firm in their generosity (Isaiah 32:8 NCV).”  Growing generosity towards family involves making margins in my life to connect with and investing what is valuable to them (not just my money & stuff) but my presence, my attention and interest, my time. Those gifts say to others: “I value you.” “You’re important to me.”   A great example is Joseph.  Joseph had been victimized in the worst way due to his brothers’ envy and jealousy, yet when reunited with his brothers: Joseph sent for his father Jacob and his whole family, seventy–five in all (Acts 7:14). 
Jesus said that the potential price for following him could be leaving family, and some of you have become estranged from family because of your pursuit of Jesus: they don’t understand you; criticize you,   However the sad truth is that most of us “leave” family in pursuit of career, money or stuff.   Like the seed sown among thorns,  we let life get us too busy, and it chokes out our intimate relationships –even with family members.  Here’s the evidence: fathers spend: 2.5 hours a day with children on weekdays/ 6.2 on weekend days and only 50% of that time is directly engaged w/kids –most of that playing with children (80% of direct contact time).  The average father spends just  27 minutes on weekdays and 51 minutes per weekend day in parenting activities, and just 5 min/day helping each child with homework.   One study asserted that dads spend a mere 38.5 minutes  per week in meaningful conversation with each child.  It’s been observed that “Our most basic instinct is not for survival but for family.  Most of us would give our own life for the survival of a family member, yet we lead our daily life too often as if we take our family for granted (Paul Pearshall).”  Love is spelled “T-I-M-E.”  Want to show  your family you care? Budget time for them! 
TIP: remember, call, write, invite, visit, vaca  Plan to be generous with you & give you to family. When your kids are living in your home: be home with them; be present to them; turn off the TV and give them face time; Dads: help them with their homework; Do devotions with them.  When they grow up and leave home, remember: their birthdays, wedding anniversaries; call them write or email them; invite them to your home, holidays; visit them; vacation with them.  Example: my wife fills out a calendar every year including all of her/my sibs/spouses/kids B-days & anniversaries.  We post it on the fridge, which makes it real easy to give ‘em a call and wish ‘em well.   
How can I show my family I care?  3. Encourage my family  Question: are you an encourager or discourager?  What do you traffic in: compliments or criticism?  God’s Word is very specific about this means of showing you care: “Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another (Hebrews 11:25).”   Now the context is that of our spiritual family: the church; but the principle applies to our biological families as well: keep in touch, and encourage much!   How can you encourage your family members?  Here’s one way extracted from the life of Jesus: share the good that God is doing for/in/through you.  Example: Gadarene Demoniac (Mark 5:18-20) As Jesus was getting into the boat, the man who had been demon–possessed begged to go with him. Jesus did not let him, but said, “Go home to your family and tell them how much the Lord has done for you, and how he has had mercy on you.” So the man went away and began to tell in the Decapolis£ how much Jesus had done for him. And all the people were amazed.   “Amazed” I think that qualifies as a synonym for “encouraged” here.  Being transparent (and humble) about what God has been/is doing in your life can be a tremendous boost to others.  You can encourage family directly as well. TIP: appreciate, compliment, congratulate, celebrate, thank
Express your appreciation for family; let ‘em know what you value about having them as “family.”  Compliment!  Criticism does not motivage; it is not a spiritual gift.  So often the ho
Congratulate: acknowledge accomplishments; don’t parrot problems back to people. 

Celebrate them (not merely accomplishments): remember b-days/anniversaries/salvations, etc…  
How can I show my family I care?  4. Forgive my family.  We all know that family feuds can be bitter!  Scriptures echo this reality: “An offended brother is more unyielding than a fortified city, and disputes are like the barred gates of a citadel (Proverbs 18:19).”  Esau had a decades-long grudge against his brother Jacob; Joseph’s brothers hated him.  Unresolved anger can permit evil to grip your heart (Ephesians 4:26-27).  That is why God challenges you and I to: “Be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God in Christ has forgiven you.”  — Ephesians 4:32  (Memory verse this week).  Forgiveness is a requirement for maintaining a healthy heart.  Open your heart to forgive, if you want to keep your heart open to love.  Forgiveness is one of the most essential, meaningful gifts that you can give to others!  It’s God’s benchmark of his love for us (Romans 5:5-8).  
TIP: approach, admit, amend  If you’re estranged from a relative, follow Jesus’ teaching and take the initiative (Matthew 18:15).  When you do, admit your part (if any) in the event and take concrete steps to make amends.   I’ve provided you an exercise in Forgiveness adapted from Dr. Neil Anderson’s “Steps To Freedom In Christ” for you to work through in the privacy of your home.  Hurt hearts are hard hearts and they divide families (Matthew 19:8).   You are to forgive, just as God in Christ has forgiven you.  That implies that you’ve experienced God’s forgiveness.  God’s forgiveness is only accessed by faith as you: a) admit your flaws, faults, and failures (“sin”); b) accept what Jesus Christ has done on your behalf by dying on the cross to pay the penalty for your “sins”; and c) ask Jesus to forgive your sins; enter your heart., and lead your life.  Opening your heart to Jesus is the most important decision you could ever make.   If you do;  you’ll find it much, much easier to open your heart fully to those you love most deeply, and show you care to your family.   Approach, admit, amend, with God and with family!
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Addendums: 

1. 26 Guards: a story of prayer’s power to protect.

2. Forgiving Family, an adaptation of Dr. Neil Anderson’s step 2

Addendum 1: 

God's 26 Guards – A lesson on Prayer


…pray for each other... When a believing person prays, great things happen.  James 5:16 (NCV)

A missionary on furlough told this true story while visiting his home church in Michigan:


"While serving at a small field hospital in Africa ,every two weeks I traveled by bicycle through the jungle to a nearby city for supplies. This was a journey of two days and required camping overnight at the  halfway point.

On one of these journeys, I arrived in the city  where I planned to collect money from a bank, purchase medicine, and supplies, and then begin my two-day journey back  to the field hospital. Upon arrival in the city, I observed two men fighting, one of whom had  been seriously injured.  I treated him for his injuries and at the same time talked to him about the Lord.  I then traveled two days, camping overnight, and arrived home without incident....  

Two weeks later I repeated my journey. Upon arriving in the city, I was approached by the young man I had  treated. He told me that he had known I carried money and medicines. He said, 'Some friends and I followed you into the jungle, knowing you would camp overnight.  We planned to kill you and take your money and drugs. But just as we were about to move into your camp, we saw that you were surrounded by 26 armed guards.  At this, I laughed and said that I was certainly all alone in that jungle campsite. The young man pressed the point, however, and said, 'No, sir, I was not  the only person to see the guards, my friends also saw them, and we all counted them. It was because of those guards
that we were afraid and left you alone.'

At this point in the sermon, one of the men in the congregation jumped  to his feet and interrupted the missionary and asked if he could tell him the exact day this happened. The missionary told the congregation the date, and the man who interrupted told him this story:
"On the night of your incident in Africa, it was morning here and I was preparing to go play golf. I was about to start when I felt the urge to pray for you. In fact, the urging of the Lord was so strong, I called men in this church to meet with me here   in the sanctuary to pray for you. Would all of those men who met with me on that day stand up?" The men who had met together to pray that day stood up.   The missionary wasn't concerned with who they were, he was too busy counting how many men he saw --there were 26!


The lesson: Prayer releases God’s Power!  Prayer provides supernatural protection!  

What happens when you neglect God’s prodding to pray for others?  Here’s what: (God said) I looked for someone to stand up for me against all this, to repair the defenses of the city (rebuild the wall of righteousness**) to take a stand for me and stand in the gap to protect this land so I wouldn’t have to destroy it. I couldn’t find anyone. Not one.   Ezekiel 22:30 (The Message)  (**New Living Transl.)
Pray continually,  and give thanks whatever happens. That is what God wants for you in Christ Jesus.  Do not hold back the work of the Holy Spirit.  1 Thessalonians 5:17-19. (NCV) If you are ever prodded to pray, go along with it.  Nothing is ever hurt by prayer except “the gates of hell.”   
Whenever you’re prodded by God… Pray!
Addendum 2: Forgiving Family (Adapted from “Steps to Freedom In Christ”)
We need to forgive others in order to be free from our pasts and to prevent Satan from taking advantage of us (see 2 Cor. 2:10-11). Christians are to forgive others and show them mercy because our heavenly Father has shown mercy to us (see Luke 6:36).  Justice is giving people what they deserve.  Mercy is not giving them what they deserve.  And grace is giving them what they do not deserve.  In Christ we are entitled recipients of both God’s grace and His mercy (Heb. 4:14-16).  God’s grace towards us is inexhaustible (John 1:16).  We are to forgive as we have been forgiven (see Eph. 4:31-32). Ask God to bring to mind the names of those family members  you need to forgive by expressing the following prayer aloud:
Dear Heavenly Father,

I thank You for Your great kindness, and patience, which has led me to repent & turn from my sins (Rom. 2:4). I confess that I have not always been completely kind, patient, and loving toward those who have hurt me.   I have rehearsed their offenses and entertained bad thoughts in my mind.  I have nurtured angry feelings and fed bitterness in my heart towards some of them.   Dear Holy Spirit, I ask that you will bring to mind all the family members I need to forgive (Matt: 18:35) and bring to the surface all my painful memories so that I can choose to forgive each of them.  I ask that you would heal my emotional wounds and painful memories --in the precious name of Jesus.  Amen.

TAKE A SHEET OF PAPER & PENCIL: As the Holy Spirit brings names into your mind, make a list of only the names and (if you can recall) their hurtful words/actions  --don’t question whether you need to forgive the person or not; if a name comes to mind, write it down.   

About Forgiveness....
Forgiveness is not forgetting.  People who want to be able to forget all their pain before they decide to forgive someone usually find that they cannot.  God commands us to forgive now!  Only then can any “forgetting” occur.  The Bible says that God “will remember our sins no more” (Heb. 10:17), which means that God will not rehearse our sins in order to use our past against us (Ps. 103:10).  Here’s how forgiveness works: 1) Your job is to choose to forgive those who’ve hurt you; 2) God’s job is to free you from any spiritual bondage; and 3) the Holy Spirit’s job is to heal your damaged emotions and painful memories; and lastly 4) Your job is to then remain forgiving in the future (2 Cor. 10:3-5), which will be discussed later**.


Forgiveness is not a feeling.  Don't wait to forgive until you feel like forgiving; you will never get there.  Feelings take time to heal after the choice to forgive is made and Satan has lost his place (see Eph. 4:26-27). Freedom is what will be gained, not a feeling.

Forgiveness is a choice, a decision of the will.  Since God requires you to forgive, it is something you can do. However, for​giveness seems hard because it pulls against our sense of what is right and fair.  We naturally want revenge for the things we have suffered.  But, we are told by God never to take our own revenge (Rom. 12:19).  You may think, “Why should I let them off the hook?" That is exactly the prob​lem: as long as you do not forgive, you are still “hooked” to those that hurt you; chained to your past.  By forgiving, you let them off your hook, but they are never off God's hook! You must trust God to deal with the other person justly, fairly, and mercifully --something you cannot do.  

You may say, "You don't understand how much this person hurt me!" But, until you let go of your hate and anger, they will continue to be able to hurt you.  You can only stop the pain and start to heal by forgiving them. You don't forgive someone for their sake; you do it for your own sake so you can be free.  Forgiveness is mainly an issue of your obedience to God: He commands it.  God wants you to be free; it is the only way.


Forgiveness is agreeing to live with the consequences of another person’s sin without demanding repayment. Forgiveness costs you something.  Unforgiveness says, “you owe me:” an apology, an explanation, etc...  Forgiveness is “canceling the debt” of sin, & releasing the offender to God.  Forgiveness is “taking the loss” by “writing off” others moral debt to you.  You're going to live with those consequences whether you want to or not; your only choice is whether you will remain bound to them through unforgiveness or freed from them through forgiveness. Jesus took the consequences of your sin upon Himself, suffering the pain of your sin. God the Father "made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, that we might become the right​eousness of God in Him" (2 Cor. 5:21). Where is the justice? Its the cross that makes forgiveness legally and morally right (Rom. 6:10, Colossians 3:13).
How do you forgive from your heart? You allow the Holy Spirit to “search” your innermost being (Psalm 139:23-24) in order to make you conscious of those you need to forgive, and their particular offenses.  When you bury the pain of others’ offenses inside of you, instead of forgiving them, it hinders your heart’s ability to heal. Unless your forgiveness involves allowing the Holy Spirit to visit the emotional core of your life, it will be incomplete. Though you may not know how to, nor want to, bring your feelings to the surface, God does.  Let the Holy Spirit bring the pain to the surface so that He can deal with it.  This is where God’s gentle healing process begins. As you pray God may bring to mind offending people and experiences you have totally forgotten. Let Him do it even if it is painful. Remember; you are doing this for your sake. God wants you to be free. Don't rationalize or explain the offender's behav​ior. Forgiveness is dealing with your pain and leaving the other person to God. Positive feelings will follow in time; freeing yourself from the past is the critical issue right now. 

**Decide that you will live with the consequences of their offenses by not using that information against them in the future. It is not unusual for a painful memory to resurface, and along with it: angry feelings, especially when you have developed a habit of mentally rehearsing the offenses of others.  Maintaining good mental hygiene requires reckoning resurfaced memories as “dead issues” --having forgiven the offender-- and resting in your freedom from the injury and offender by faith.  It involves choosing to take that thought of revenge captive to the obedience of Christ (2 Cor. 10:3-5) and to maintain forgiveness towards others. 

This doesn't mean that you tolerate sin --put up with the future sins of others.  God does not tolerate sin and neither should you.  Nor should you put yourself in the position of being continually abused and hurt by the sins of others. You must set up scriptural boundaries to prevent future abuse and take a stand against sin while continuing to forgive those who’ve hurt you. You may even be required to report an offense to the proper civil authorities, or even testify, for the sake of justice but not for the purpose of seeking revenge from a bitter heart.


Don't say, "Lord, please help me to forgive," because He is already helping you. Don't say "Lord, I want to forgive” because you are bypassing the hard-core choice to forgive which is your responsibility Stay with each individual until you are sure you have dealt with all the remembered pain --what they did, how they hurt you, how you felt as a result of their injury (rejected, unloved, unwor​thy dirty etc.).  You are now ready to forgive the people on your list so you can be free in Christ, with those people no longer having control over you.

For each person on your list, pray aloud: Lord, 
I thank you Jesus for dying that I might be forgiven.  I confess that, as a result of being hurt, I have chosen not to forgive, and have allowed myself to hold anger, resentment, and bitterness in my heart.   By an act of my will I now choose to express the desire of my heart and forgive those who have hurt me.  I forgive (name the person) for (verbally share every hurt and pain the Lord bring to your mind and how it made you feel).

After you’ve verbally forgiven every person for every painful memory recalled, conclude by praying aloud: 

Lord, I release all these people and each offense to you and into the freedom of my forgiveness; I ask you to bless them.  I release my right to seek revenge.  I choose not to hold on to bitterness and anger. I pray that, by the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ, all ground gained in my life by evil spirits due to others offenses and my unforgiveness will be canceled.  In the name of Jesus Christ, I command every evil spirit that has tormented me in any way due to my refusal to forgive to loose and leave me now!  Holy Spirit, I ask you to heal my damaged emotions.  In Jesus’ name I pray.  Amen. 
