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What do you want for Christmas?  A Reuters Life! Poll shows that spending time with family and friends is what a big majority of us want most at this season.  59% of 18-30 year-olds, and up to 75% of those over 60 look forward most to time with family & friends at Christmas.  In contrast, just 1% of us look forward most to getting presents.  Yet we spend a lot of time and money on stuff:  The Average American will spend $466 on gifts for family, $94 on friends, $26 on co-workers, and $43 on other gifts. What we say is important doesn’t line up with what we do.  The author of the book/movie Affluenza believes that  “We as a society have chosen money over time, and this unconscious value pattern has had a powerful and less beneficial impact on the quality of our collective lives.”   Stuff is not what Christmas is.  Christmas is about presence, but a different kind.  Let’s review the apostle John’s Christmas story: The Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He existed in the beginning with God.   God created everything through him, and nothing was created except through him.  The Word gave life to everything that was created, and his life brought light to everyone. He 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. And we have seen his glory, the glory of the Father’s one and only Son. From his abundance we have all received one gracious blessing after another. For the law was given through Moses, but God’s unfailing love and faithfulness came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God. But the unique One, who is himself God, is near to the Father’s heart. He has revealed God to us.  (John 1:1-4, 10-16, NLT)
John’s account shows that Christmas is about the gift of presence –At that first Christmas the creator of the universe became human and made his home among us.   Jesus gave himself to free humanity from the mess we had made.  That is how it was with us. (Paul writes)  We were like children ruled by the powers of this world. But when the time was right, God sent his Son, and a woman gave birth to him. His Son obeyed the Law, so he could set us free from the Law, and we could become God's children.  Galatians 4:3-5 CEV   Jesus shows us that the greatest thing you can give is the gift of you!  It’s tempting to give your attention to stuff rather than to people, and it’s the norm: About 2/3rds of US parents say they don’t spend enough time with their children.  How many of you want to spend more time with family and friends? You’re irreplaceable to a very small circle of precious people, and one of the greatest gifts you can offer is your presence.  
I want to quickly cover three ways you can give the gift of your presence to others, as seen in God’s gift of Jesus:  1. Give your attention  Giving the gift of presence requires focus, and we learn that lesson from God: Long before he laid down earth's foundations, he had us in mind, had settled on us as the focus of his love, to be made whole and holy by his love. Long, long ago he decided to adopt us into his family through Jesus Christ.  Ephesians 1:4-5 The Message  So many things scream for our attention; distract us from what we say is really important: family and friends.  How can I focus more intently on those I love most dearly?  Think about how you can plan to pay more attention to each other in 09.  I have another question for you: How can I focus more intently on God, who’s love is most precious?  St. Paul said: 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)   Here’s some tips on how to become better acquainted: read God’s love letter to you: the Gospels –get to know Jesus better; Talk to God on your way to work, Get into a growth Group in January; and  weave  worship into your weekend.  Next Sunday we’re going to learn about God, who is always there with you.  All this stuff has a shelf life, but people, people last forever because each one of us has an eternal destiny, and that destiny is determined by how you respond to God’s Christmas gift –to Jesus Christ, as John notes:  to all who believed him and accepted him, he gave the right to become children of God.  They are reborn.  Let me ask you tonight: have you believed in?  Have you received, God’s Christmas gift?  Have you trusted in Jesus to save you from your flaws, faults, and failures, and have you entrusted your life to his leadership?  Your future to His care?  

A second way that you can give the gift of your presence to others, as seen in God’s gift of Jesus:  2. Give your affection   Love and hope are our greatest emotional needs.  Tn our stuff-stuffed society, plenty of people are asking “where’s the love?”  Jesus said that Loving God and loving others are the greatest things in life, and his close friend John notes: This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins.  Dear friends, since God loved us that much, we surely ought to love each other.  No one has ever seen God. But if we love each other, God lives in us, and his love is brought to full expression in us.  1 John 4:9-11, NLT  Jesus showed His Heavenly Father’s love in his lifestyle which prioritized people over stuff and giving over getting, real service over lip service. The questions that real Christmas poses for every one of us are these: How can I show my love to those who matter most?  Jesus declares and demonstrates that serving and meeting needs is the best way to show love.  Ask those who matter most what the best ways are that you can show your love to them, and make room in your planner to do these things.  Next ask yourself How can I show God’s love to those who matter most? When you love, and serve, you give life to God’s truth.  Our mission here at Discover Church is to show God’s love and share God’s truth in relevant, appealing, and understandable ways.  That’s why we try to plan Kindness ministry events, like our Thanksgiving and Christmas Basket give-aways.  
The third way to give Christmas presence –the gift of you--  is to 3. Give your prime-time. I shared the facts, national polls that say we spend too much time on stuff and not enough on people that matter at Christmas.  One of the most significant ways we show love is to give time.  Jesus sets the standard on this: “This is how we've come to understand and experience love: Christ sacrificed his life for us. This is why we ought to live sacrificially for each other, and not just be out for ourselves. If you see some brother or sister in need and have the means to do something about it but turn a cold shoulder and do nothing, what happens to God's love? It disappears. And you made it disappear.  My dear children, let's not just talk about love; let's practice real love. This is the only way we'll know we're living truly, living in God's reality.  (1 John 3:16-19., The Message)  People you love need your time, time says “I care about you,” “you’re important to me” and giving it is sacrificial.  Jesus left the position, privileges, and convenience of heaven to invest himself fully  33 years of his time he invested time, affection, and attention in us, and He challenges you and I to do the same.  God’s Christmas gift wasn’t a left-over, a hand-me-down.  No! It was his best.  To give your best presence, ask yourself: How can I give my prime time to people I Iove?  How can I give my prime time to God who loves me?  How can I prioritize investing in people over stuff?  What stuff can I prune from my schedule in 2009 so I can invest in the people who matter most to me?  I can’t answer that question for you; you need to take a serious look your life during your holiday down-time, and answer that question yourself.  Time = influence.  I’m convinced that it begins by giving God your future, Giving yourself to God’s purposes for your life.  How do you do that?  By receiving God’s Christmas gift: Jesus Christ, as your leader in life, and asking his forgiveness for consumptive, self-centered lifestyle.  Will you allow Jesus to challenge you, and change you to enable you to give the gift of presence through investing your attention, affection, and prime time in those who you love most this coming year?  I urge you to sit down (if married, with your spouse, if you have children, with them as well) and  work through these six questions.  Then prayerfully commit to one simple action step for each, and make room in your planner to execute each action step in January. 
The Gift of Presence Worksheet

The gift of Personal Attention

1. How can I focus more intently on those I love most dearly?  

2. How can I focus more intently on God, who’s love is most precious?

The gift of personal Affection
3. How can I show my love to those who matter most?    

4. How can I show God’s love to those who matter most?

The gift of your prime time
5. How can I give my prime time to people I Iove?  

6. How can I give my prime time to God who loves me?  

