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Christmas is almost here.  Are you ready for Christmas?  I love Christmas, but there are a couple of things I don’t like about Christmas.  Are there things you don’t like about Christmas? I’m being honest here, I’ve got too much stuff to do at Christmas. There are trees to trim, lights to hang,  decorations to put out, gifts to get & wrap, cards to sign and send, relatives to visit, School, work, family, and church celebrations to attend, seasonal specials, shows, and big meals to make, and then there’s shopping round two: the returns.  I’ve also got three kids and my wife’s birthdays within a couple of weeks of Christmas.  I love Christmas, but I dread all the to-dos.  Christmas has become too complex, and I feel overwhelmed by it.  Do you sometimes feel that way?  We do too much.  We also get too much, and I don’t say that because I’m some kind of Scrooge.  I like giving and getting gifts.  I just think that Christmas has become too much about getting stuff.  Let me ask you: how do we evaluate the holiday?  What’s the diagnostic question?  “What did you get for Christmas?”  And boy, do we get stuff at Christmas!  Don’t believe me? Look at the numbers, According to the National Retailers Federation This year the average American will spend: 
$832 on holiday-related shopping, 
$466 on gifts for family,
$119 on non-gift purchases for self/family,
$94 on friends,
$91 on food resulting in an average weight gain of 1lb this holiday season

$51 on decorations, with 31 million real Christmas trees bought.
$26 on co-workers,
$43 on other gifts,
$32 on cards and postage, (with 2 billion cards being mailed), and 
$22 on flowers for a whopping total of $470 billion dollars, 10 billion on Black Friday alone.  
Let me put it into perspective: 10 billion bucks is enough to wipe out the #1 cause of death in the world today: access to clean water.   This year, Black Friday cost us 10 billion dollars, and three lives: one crushed under a door by Walmart bargain-hunters, and two shot to death at a California Toys-R-Us after a fistfight over a toy. Over stuff!  All the getting and doing, I think it’s stressing us out, and sometimes making us miserable.   Is it also deceiving us and those who watch our lives about what’s really important? Jesus warns us about paying too much attention to stuff in these words: Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions" (Luke 12:14).  We get too much, we do too much in the way we celebrate Christmas in America today.  I  wonder, what does God think about our celebration?  About all of this getting & doing?   Let me ask you, in a word, what advice would God give to correct our Christmas celebration in America? Simplify!  I think that God would say to us, “Simplify!” 
Christmas is simply about Getting Jesus.  But like the baby that got buried under the  guests coats and at his christening party, Jesus often gets buried by our getting and giving.  He gets tossed aside by our to-dos, and he gets ignored in our indulgence.   But real Christmas is simply about getting Jesus.  That’s the message, that’s the meaning.  Let’s look back at the first Christmas for a clear picture of what’s central to Christmas: Let’s take a look together at Luke chapter 2 and verse 8: And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.  But the angel said to them, "Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.   Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying, "Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace to men on whom his favor rests."
The great news Christmas shows is that 1. God loves you, God is for you God is with you. (Rick Warren, The Purpose of Christmas).  Jesus said: "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.   
Christmas shows that God loves you; that’s why God created you –to love you.  What’s more profound is this truth revealed by St. Paul: Long before he laid down earth's foundations, he had us in mind, had settled on us as the focus of his love .  (Ephesians 1:4 The Message)  God’s love is the reason you’re living, breathing right now, the reason you’r e surrounded by this incredible universe. And God’s love is the entire reason for Christmas; God loves you; Jesus is proof: God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.  (Romans 5:8)  
Christmas shows that God is for you.  At Christmas, God, through Jesus, came for you; from Christmas to the cross he lived for you; and on the cross, he died for you.  Good news of great joy for all people: all people!  No matter who you are, where you came from, how much bad you’ve done, In Christ, God is for you!  He came for you, He lived for you, he died for you.  If God is for us, who can ever be against us?  Since he did not spare even his own Son but gave him up for us all, won’t he also give us everything else?  The Apostle Paul asks. (Romans 8:31b-32, NLT)  you can live with confidence –confidence in God’s love, confidence in God’s forgiveness, confidence in God’s acceptance.  If you’re confident that the God who created and sustains the universe is for you, you can face any foe.  If you know that God is for you, you can face a lay-off, or job loss,  If you know that God is for you, you can face a divorce, or a death, you can face others’ rejection 
Christmas shows that God loves you, God is for you, and God is with you!  On that first Christmas the Angel announced: “A Savior is born to you.  Through Jesus, God is for you, God is with you.  John puts it this way in His version of Christmas: (Jesus) came into the very world he created, but the world didn’t recognize him.  He came to his own people, and even they rejected him. But to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of God. They are reborn—not with a physical birth resulting from human passion or plan, but a birth that comes from God.  So the Word became human and made his home among us. He was full of unfailing love and faithfulness.  John 1:10-12 NLT  
God is with you; he made his home among us, and he makes his home in you, if will receive his gift of salvation, and forgiveness.  You can be at peace with God, reconciled, with nothing between you.  It’s been said: no Jesus, no peace, know Jesus, know peace. 

Let’s look back at Luke chapter 2, verse 15, because here we learn lessons of ultimate importance on what to do with God’s gift.   Lessons shown by a bunch of blue collar guys workin the third shift out in the boonies: When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, "Let's go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about." So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them. But Mary treasured up all these things and pondered them in her heart. The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.   Luke 2:15-18.
C. Life lessons from the first Christmas
The response of the shepherds and Mary to this angelic announcement serve as a great example for us on how to respond to God’s Christmas gift of his son:

1. Discover Jesus These guys dropped everything to go discover this savior who God had sent.  Why don’t we in America today?  Perhaps it’s because God’s gift appears plain? God’s Christmas gift didn’t come in or a big, eye-catching box, or with fancy wrapping paper, or bells and whistles.  No, God wrapped himself in a plain brown wrap, just us!  “The Word became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood.”  But this gift was so important that heaven partied when it was sent!  This was the long anticipated Savior that these Shepherds and their ancestors had waited almost 1500 years for. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.  They didn’t care what the package looked like: an infant wrapped in swaddling clothes, they were confident in what this gift would become and would do, as their prophet Isaiah declared: a child is born to us, a son is given to us.  The government will rest on his shoulders. And he will be called: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  His government and its peace will never end.  Isaiah 9:6-7, NLT  They knew that this greatest gift ever given and the most precious you could ever get, for these three reasons: 1) Jesus is the most expensive gift ever given –it cost him his life. 2)  Jesus is the only gift that will last forever, and 3) Jesus is the most practical gift you’ll ever get, one you can use every day for the rest of your life.  Think about it: if this invaluable, irreplaceable gift is mine to receive, What’s preventing me from this?  What’s keeping me from getting Jesus?  The barriers to my belief, the snags to my surrender? Mistrust?  Ignorance? Pride? Guilt? Doubt? Fear? Selfishness? Self-sufficiency, or independence? Procrastination?  Whatever it is, it is cheating you out of a once in a lifetime, no, once in an eternity gift: God gave us eternal life and that life is in his Son. So, whoever has the Son, has life; whoever rejects the Son, rejects life.  (1 John 5:11-12 The Message).  It’s time you pushed aside what’s preventing you from trusting in Jesus as your savior and Lord, or leader in life. Settle your destiny this day, this Christmas, receive God’s gift!  Respond to His invitation. Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in, and we will share a meal together as friends.   (Revelation 3:20) NLT  For those of you who have received God’s gift of Jesus, it’s time you asked yourself: What’s distracting me from this?  What’s keeping you from developing a deeper relationship daily? Enjoying God’s gift to its fullest?  It’s stuff, isn’t it? Stuff you’ve got to do, stuff you’ve got to get, stuff that comes up.  Jesus warns you: The seed that fell among thorns stands for those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life's worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature.  (Luke 8:14)  Stuff stunts you.  Write it down: What’s distracting me from Jesus?  What is it about the ways I celebrate Christmas is distracting me from  Jesus? Follow the example of the shepherds: drop what your doing that’s  this Christmas.  Plan to prune the to dos and to gets that get you sidetracked and stagnating.  God has a better plan for your future!  Use His gift!  
2. Treasure Jesus  These shepherds treasured God’s truth, Mary treasured God’s gift.  Jesus says that where your treasure is, your heart –your passion, focus, and determination will be, and he warns you not to store up treasures here on earth, but treasures in heaven.  Where’s America’s treasure? Facts don’t lie: Last year, Americans spend $475 billion at Christmas, but just $306.39 billion on charities, of that just $102 billion to churches all year long.  You need to ask yourself: “What’s competing for my love?”  Stuff stunts, stuff steals. Steals your love for God, starves your relationship with God. What stuff are your filling your heart and life with that’s stealing your love for Jesus? That’s robbing you of a rich relationship with God?  Take Paul’s advice: Christ's love is greater than anyone can ever know, but I pray that you will be able to know that love. Then you can be filled with the fullness of God.  (Ephesians 3:19, NCV).

3. Share Jesus   When these shepherds discovered Jesus, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed…  They worshipped and praised God for all they had discovered.
Ask yourself: If these uneducated, simple shepherds could speak out and express their excitement to others, and thankfulness to God. Stuff stunts, stuff starves, stuff stunts.  Ask yourself: What’s silencing me?  What’s keeping me from sharing about Christ the Savior like I share about Christmas sales, or telling others about God’s Christmas gift like I tell them about my Christmas gifts?  Is it because I don’t value God’s gift as much as I value my gifts?  Or that my heart’s been captured by my stuff more than my savior?  Or I’m more afraid to brag about God than my gear?  The gear, the gifts, the stuff, they don’t mean squat without a Savior.   
Let me ask you: when people look at your life, what does it say? Does it say: “get, get, get, get…  by the way, Merry Christmas.”  Or does your life say: Get Jesus, “Jesus is the Way, Merry Christmas?”  

Prayer: Heavenly Father, thank you for showing us that you love us, are for us, and are with us through the gift of your one and only son, Jesus, to be our Savior and Leader in life.  Forgive us for letting stuff get in the way of getting Jesus.  Show us Holy Spirit, where and how, and show us how to Simplify our Christmas celebrations in order to discover, treasure, and share Jesus more fully.  Amen.
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