PAGE  
10



THE GIFT TO BE GIVEN AWAY

A Study of Ephesians 2:8-9
Characteristic:  
  Salvation by Grace
Big Idea:  
     
  Make every day Christmas
Related Scripture:
  Matt 28:19-20; John 1:12-13; Acts 1:1-11; Rom 3:10-28; Gal 2:15-21;
 


  3:11-14; Tim 1:8-11; Titus 2:11-14; 1 Peter 1:10-11
Good morning!  Hope you all had a good Christmas.  And before I begin, I’ve got to say I learned something on Christmas Eve.  I knew Pastor Bob was getting old, but I had no idea he was old enough to be one of the magi.  

Anyway, now that you’ve opened all your presents, I’ve got to ask – what did you get?  Some new golf clubs, or clothes?  A new TV, or some new furniture?  
Or maybe you got some nice stuff, but nothing special.  Maybe just getting your family all together is special by itself.  So, let’s raise the bar here a bit: what is the BEST Christmas gift you’ve ever gotten?  
And maybe we could raise the bar even more – maybe that gift was a birthday present, or an anniversary or graduation present – doesn’t matter.  Bottom line:  what’s the BEST gift you’ve EVER gotten?  I’ll let you think about that for a moment.
Got it?  Good.  Now maybe this was easy.  Maybe you can remember that one gift that really stands out.  Perhaps it was something that was unusually expensive.  

I asked my wife Mary this question, and thought I knew for sure what she’d say.  I thought it would be the hutch I got her for Christmas a few years ago.  We’d seen it at this furniture store next to the Starbucks we often go to.  

And Mary had been wanting a hutch like that for some time.  But it was pretty expensive, so she had relegated it to her “maybe some day” wish list.  
But while she was wishing, I was planning.  And between me saving and the store’s Christmas sale, I was able to buy her that hutch.  So I thought for sure that would be her favorite gift.  But I was wrong.

Because sometimes it’s not the COST of the gift, but the MEANING BEHIND the gift that makes it special.  For Mary, her favorite gift was one that didn’t cost me a penny.
The brainstorm for that gift came about 4:00 on a Wednesday afternoon.  And I distinctly remember it was August 29th – because it was Mary’s birthday.  We had plans to go out for a nice dinner.  But I hadn’t gotten her a CARD yet.
And I’m not a big “card” guy – you know, go to the mall, fumble through the card rack, try to find something cute, or clever – and then donate five bucks to the Hallmark profit pot.  Then I had an epiphany: “I’ll just write her a poem instead”.  
So I did.  And it sounded more like Dr. Seuss than Shakespeare.  But I went home, and I gave it to her anyway.  And I may not be the sharpest tack in the box, but I knew right away that I’d just jacked the ball right out of the ballpark.
But while I’m in my victory trot, celebrating my big homerun, Mary is on the telephone – first to her mom, and THEN to her sisters – and she’s reading the poem to them, WORD for WORD.  And I’m having one of those, “Wanta get away?” moments.  
Because when I read it, I thought, “Man, what a piece of work!”  But when she read it, she thought, “Wow, that’s a work of art!”  Because I had taken the time to express how important she is to me.  And that made it special.
But one last question about that special gift:  Have you given it away yet?  Seems like a strange question, doesn’t it?  When we get something special, we want to KEEP it, don’t we?  And aren’t we’re EXPECTED to?  

Because if you really APPRECIATE a gift, you KEEP it, right?  And can you imagine saying to the person who gave you the most meaningful gift you’ve ever received, “You know what?  Your gift meant so much to me that I just HAD to give it away?”  Probably not.  
But there is one gift that is MEANT to be given away.  It’s a gift you may have received.  It definitely was expensive – because it cost the person who gave it to you everything.  And it certainly should be meaningful, because it shows just how much He loves you.  
So this morning, I’d like to talk about that gift.  We may be three days removed from Christmas, but we might be missing the point.  Because we may be hanging onto a gift that is meant to be given away.  And I’m basing this on three important words:

· Gift

· Gift

     Grace
· Gift

    Grace

    Faith

And these words come from our passage this morning, Ephesians 2, verses 8-9:
· Eph 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest anyone should boast. 
We’ll begin with the word:

· Gift

“gift”.  Now the reason we give gifts on Christmas seems biblical.  And we can base this on Matthew chapter 2, verses 1-11:

· Matt 2:1 Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem,2 saying, "Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him."…

· Matt 2:11 And when they had come into the house, they saw the young Child with Mary His mother, and fell down and worshiped Him.   And when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

Many conclude this is where the tradition of gift-giving during the holiday season originated.  Here’s one example:

· Where did Christmas gift giving come from? If we go back to the first Christmas story when God sent Jesus to earth, we recall that Jesus was given three gifts by the three wise men or Magi, which serve as the inspiration for all our Christmas gift giving today.
· The Magi presented Jesus with gold, frankincense and myrrh.  These gifts were very prophetic for they spoke of our Lord's offices of King, Priest, and Savior.

But this may not be accurate.  For one, the Bible doesn’t say there were three magi.  But more importantly, gift-giving was already a well-established practice by the time of Jesus.  Theologian D.A. Carson writes this in his commentary on Matthew:
· “Bringing gifts was particularly important in the ancient East when approaching a superior….  
· And commentators have found symbolic value in the three gifts – gold suggesting royalty, incense divinity, and myrrh the Passion and burial.  This interpretation demands too much insight from the Magi.” 

History suggests gift-giving this time of year was going on well before the birth of Jesus.  In fact, for thousands of years, people world-wide have reserved late December for their biggest holiday of the year.  And the reason for that celebration?  The winter solstice.  
In ancient Rome, it was called Saturnalia, in honor of the harvest god Saturn.  Here are just a few of the traditions of Saturnalia:

· Businesses and courts were closed; 

· Halls were decked with holly branches and evergreen wreaths;

· People – including even the emperor – put on the red hats worn by the freed slave (there’s your “Santa Claus”);

· People gave gifts of silver, candles, figurines and sweets (insert “fruitcake”); and,

· People would light candles and roam the streets singing holiday songs – in the nude.

Throw in the mistletoe of the ancient Druids along with the Babylonians decorating fir trees, and “walla!” – you have “Christmas”, right?   Except maybe for the nude caroling.  

So, how about Jesus’ birthday?  Well, I remember my first theology professor in seminary saying Jesus was probably born in the early spring.  And most theologians conclude we simply can’t know for sure.
  So how did December 25 become Christmas?

By the 4th century A.D., the Roman Empire had as many as a dozen different religious celebrations that included the nativity of a god-man savior.  Emperor Aurelian had already consolidated them into one festival called the "Birthday of the Unconquered Sun".  And that festival was held on December 25.
  
Then Emperor Constantine determined to make Rome a Christian nation.  He converted Saturnalia into Christmas.  As one reputable church historian described it:
· “Christians in the 4th century could find no better way of rivaling this popular deity (the Unconquered Sun) than by using his birthday, December 25 (the winter solstice) to celebrate the birth of Christ, the Sun of Righteousness.”

Some in the Christian community get riled up about the “War on Christmas” going on in America.  They point to President Grant declaring Christmas a federal holiday back in 1870 to unify a war-torn nation.  
But I wonder if God is honored when His Son’s birthday is used for political purposes – whether by a Roman emperor, or an American President.  The fact is that Jesus wasn’t the original reason behind the holiday season. 
  But He is for ME – and YOU as well.  So we might be better served remembering what sets Christmas apart for us.  
And it’s summed up in a few words that we all know:

· John 3:16 "For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, so that whoever believes in Him will not perish but have everlasting life.  
On Christmas, we celebrate the most precious gift God could possibly give us – His one and only Son.  The gift of a life that gives us new life. 
  

All the gifts we give and receive on Christmas day are nice.  But they can’t hold a candle to this gift.   Money is spent, clothes and furniture wear out, and TVs and electronic gadgets break down and become obsolete.  But this gift is different.

God’s gift is one that will never wear out, or become obsolete.  It’s a one-time gift we will take with us into eternity.  And it’s a gift given out of a love so deep and profound we may not be able to fully comprehend it.
Think about it.  During the holidays, who do we give gifts to?  To family, friends, perhaps some co-workers – all people who are important to us in some way, right?  But in one way, aren’t these gifts really a “thank you” for what they have already given us?
We give gifts to people who have already given us something.  We give gifts to those who have given us love, acceptance, fellowship, and camaraderie.  So in a way our gifts are symbolic of two things:  first, our appreciation for the relationships we HAVE, and second, our desire that these relationships will continue.  
But God gift didn’t wasn’t given this way.  For one, our annual gift exchange with some may come to an end.  We stop giving gifts to the spouse who divorces us.  And we stop giving gifts when friends drift out of our life, or co-workers move on to another company.  

Now we may drift away from God – in fact, we may flat-out turn our back on Him.  And we might even say, “Here, you can have your gift back”.  But God won’t take it back – He’s made a commitment for eternity.  His gift is a one-time gift He will never “take back”.  

· Heb 13:5b …For He Himself has said, "I will never leave you nor forsake you."

And there’s a limit to our gift list, isn’t there?  We may know people casually – even consider them “friends”, but we don’t exchange gifts.  And that’s okay.  But we definitely don’t give gifts to those we flat out don’t like, and even consider enemies.  
Could you imagine saving every penny you could, and giving every ounce of time and energy possible – in fact, giving your very LIFE – to the spouse that left you, or the friend that flat-out abandoned you, or the co-worker whose betrayal cost you your job?  And could you imagine doing that out of heart-felt love and compassion?  I can’t, but God did.  

· Col 1:21 And you, who once were alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now He has reconciled…
What a gift!  By sending Jesus into our world that night some 2,000 years ago, God extended His gift of love and fellowship for eternity.  It’s a gift that should make any other gift we receive pale in comparison.  

And it’s a gift that should cause us to well up in thanksgiving, gratitude and appreciation every single day.  So, does that happen in you?  Or in me?  And if not, why not?  Well, that leads us to our second word:







· Gift

     Grace
“grace”.  Perhaps it’s because we can’t fully comprehend what grace is.  Oh, we may have heard definitions like, “grace is unmerited favor”.  And we may be familiar with expressions like, “grace is getting favor that we don’t deserve.

But if it was that simple, Paul could have just written:




· Eph 2:8 For by grace you have been saved through faith!
But he didn’t.  Paul seemed to find it necessary to add a few points of exclamation here.  He adds it’s “not of ourselves”, and it’s “not of works”.  
Paul wants to be painfully clear about something.  We did not – nor cannot – earn God’s favor.  Even on my best day, I can’t come close to living good enough to deserve a relationship with Him.  And the Bible is quite clear about this:
· Eccl 7:20 For there is not a just man on earth who does good and does not sin.
Put another way:

· Rom 3:23…all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God

And that’s because to DO good, you have to BE good.  But on our own, we’re not:

· Prov 20:9 Who can say, "I have made my heart clean, I am pure from my sin"?
I guess no one, because Paul also wrote:

· Rom 3:10 …“There is none righteous, no, not one”
And anyone who thinks otherwise is simply in denial: 
· 1 John 1:8 If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.











And I could go on.  Perhaps you could too.  And maybe you’re thinking, “I KNOW this Jeff, what’s your point?”  
Well, you may KNOW this as a theological truth, but do you really GET what it MEANS?  Do I?  We may understand that “grace” means “unmerited favor”, but do we really know what it means to receive it?  


Paul did.  Just a chapter later, he writes:

· Eph 3:8a To me, who am less than the least of all the saints, this grace was given
Now when I read how Paul sacrificed for Jesus, I’m humbled.
  It would seem if anyone could “boast”, it was Paul.  But he doesn’t.  Instead, he says, I don’t deserve ANYTHING.  

Perhaps it’s because Paul had done some regrettable things.  Before proclaiming Jesus, Paul had persecuted Jesus.  In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul writes:  


· 1 Cor 15:9 I am the least of the apostles, not worthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God
And “persecuted” may be an understatement.  Paul threw a lot of people in prison for following Jesus.  And in one case, he even approved a man’s execution.
    





To appreciate God’s grace, we have to understand our NEED for grace.  Persecuting and killing people will do that.  But maybe we don’t have resumes like Paul – or the murderers, and rapists, and child molesters, and drug addicts, and banking and auto executives.  
And we can say, “I’ve never done anything like THAT”.  So we turn a blind eye to OUR sins, and focus on THEIR sins instead.  But Jesus warned us about this:

· Matt 7:3 "And why do you look at the speck in your brother's eye, but do not consider the plank in your own eye?

When we don’t see our need for grace, we refuse to fully accept grace.  So we may have received God’s gift, but not fully realize the value of it.  Author Philip Yancey sums this up well:












· “The proof of spiritual maturity is not how pure you are but awareness of your impurity.  That very awareness opens the door to grace.

Maybe that’s why the Barna group found that the vast majority of young Americans think Christians are “anti-gay”, “judgmental” and “hypocritical”.
  We’re so busy picking other people’s fruit that we don’t even see all the bad fruit hanging from our own branches.  So ask them, and they’d say we’re a whole lot better at giving GRIEF than giving GRACE. 

Accepting God’s material blessings is easy.  But accepting grace is hard.  For one, hearing all your shortcomings isn’t pleasant.  And if grace is defined as “unmerited favor”, then by definition it contradicts how our world operates, and everything that’s familiar to us.  

We grow up in world that operates on the merit system.  Want a driver’s license?  You have to pass a test.  Want a good job?  Go get a college education and we’ll talk about it.  
And we also learn that the world works on a “curve”.  To get good grades, to get a starting role on the football team or a role in the school play, you have to out perform your peers.  Do good and you get a reward, but do bad and you lose – your scholarship, your starting role on the football team, your job, maybe even your spouse and family.  




Maybe you’ve never failed to perform.  Maybe you did well in school, and have done well in your career.  Your marriage is good, your family is doing well, and you have friends.  You’ve never been arrested, lost a job, or really messed up in a relationship.  

So Christmas comes, and you exchange gifts.  You exchange gifts with people who have earned your favor, and from whom you have received favor.  And you’re grateful for your good fortune.  So you thank God for that.  But perhaps you’ve never fully experienced grace.  Because you’ve never really needed it.  




Have you ever had to beg for something you have done nothing to deserve?  Have you ever had to ask someone for something you could never begin to give back, or repay?  Have you ever really had to ask someone to extend you grace, and show you mercy?







It’s more likely someone’s asked YOU for grace and mercy.  You’ve all probably been approached by the homeless person asking for a handout.  And maybe you’ve even helped them out with a few bucks, or a meal from the closest fast-food joint.

Could you imagine yourself being in their shoes?  Well, you were – and so was I.  Because at one time were all the spiritually homeless, and looking for handouts.  

Just picture yourself as one of the countless homeless people living on the streets – not only hungry, but so dirty and smelly you’re embarrassed to be seen.  But you don’t even have to approach God – because He found you first.  And He isn’t offering a Happy meal from MacDonalds.
No, He assures you that you will never go hungry or thirsty again.  And He promises you you’ve spent your last night sleeping out on the streets.  

He takes you to the new house He is GIVING you.  And all the utilities, taxes and insurance are paid up through eternity.  But what about upkeep?  Well, landscaping, maintenance and maid service are set up for eternity.  And He’s not done yet.
He wants you to be comfortable.  The house is fully furnished.  And its equipped with a mondo high-def TV and the latest and greatest surround-sound system.  But He’s just getting warmed up. 




Because He doesn’t want you to ever have to walk or wait for a bus again.  So, He takes you to the car dealer to pick out the car of your choice.  And He buys it for you.  And then He tells the dealer, “When he’s tired with this – give him another”.  Oh, and all the gas is covered as well.  And He’s still not done.

Because He knows you like sports and music.  So He gives you box seats for all the best in sports and entertainment.  And He knows you might enjoy traveling.  So He gives you timeshares for every week of the year in every good vacation spot the world has to offer – travel included.  Oh, and by the way, those dirty rags you’re wearing – He throws in a timeless limitless gift card good at any store. 
And you’re completely overwhelmed – and so grateful you’re left speechless.  And you think to yourself, “I don’t believe this – this just doesn’t happen.  What could top this?” 
 
Then one day, something does.  You’re cruising in your new car when you see a homeless man shuffling down the street.  Having not forgotten your roots, you pull up alongside him to offer help.  Then you notice something odd – he’s wearing the old rags you threw away.  
And then the impossible happens – something that leaves you even more stunned and speechless then you were that day you left the streets forever.  Because you’re looking at an all-too familiar face.  The homeless man is God.  
You’re at a loss for words, but finally you blurt out, “I don’t understand – why?”  And through that same warm smile He had on His face that day He changed your life, He replies, “I gave you everything I had – I gave up my life, because I wanted YOU to have life”.



Hard to imagine, isn’t it?  But isn’t this what Christmas is about?  Sure, it begins with a baby in a manager.  But it’s about Jesus coming into a cold and heartless world – and giving up everything – to give us life.   Which leads to our last word,  




· Faith

“faith”.  “Faith” is synonymous with “belief”.  And “belief” is simply accepting something as true.  Seems so easy, doesn’t it?  That’s because it is.  God is offering eternal life and everlasting acceptance – all we have to do is receive that gift.   

But nothing is really free, is it?  Someone offers you something for nothing, and the first thing you think is, “What’s the catch”, right?  Earlier this month, Mary and I went up to Sedona for the weekend to celebrate our 30th wedding anniversary.  

As we drove around town, we saw these nice “Information Centers”.  So we stopped at one to get a map.  What we didn’t notice was the sign, “sponsored by the Radisson Resort”.   And the next thing we know, we’re hearing a time-share sales pitch.  Even a map comes with a price.  

But while even a map comes with a cost in our world, God’s grace and eternal life are free in His.  So we accept God’s offer and receive His gift – no strings attached.  And THAT’S what makes Christmas so special for all of us who have accepted Jesus as our Savior.  
So on December 25th, we celebrate the gift God’s given to us.  And we’re full of joy, and we give gifts – just like the magi did 2000 years ago – and we sing, “Hallejulah!”  But in all this, we might be missing the point a bit.  And here’s why.

First, we probably don’t even have the day right.  But I’m not thinking of the day Jesus was born.  Instead, I’m thinking of the day you received God’s gift of eternal life.  Maybe you had a “Damascan road” experience like Paul – a stunning and life-changing moment you will never forget.
 

Or maybe it happened over a period of time – days, weeks, even months.  But you clearly remember a time when you said, “Yes, God, I accept your gift.”  Either way, here’s the question:  was that day December 25th?

It wasn’t for me, and probably not for most of you.  In fact, my guess is that you could pick pretty much any day of the year, and someone in here would say that’s the day they accepted God’s gift.  But that make pretty much every day, “Christmas Day” for someone, doesn’t it?
Second is our gift-giving list.  We reserve our gift-giving to people who have “earned” them in some way.  But who did God give His gift to?  People like us – people who were “enemies in our minds”, and “alienated” from Him.

And finally, there’s the gifts themselves.  We make sacrifices to give gifts to people we appreciate – just like the gifts the magi offered Jesus.  And we show our appreciation for the gifts we receive by keeping them and putting them to use.

And as a church, we’ve extended this to our community.  Last month, we provided thanksgiving dinners for 75 families at Moon Mountain Elementary School.  And this month, we provided 200 Christmas gifts for over 200 children in our community.  

Now my guess is Jesus appreciates the Christmas Eve celebration we hold in His name.  And my guess is He recognizes the good intent behind the gifts we exchange.  And I’m sure it warms His heart to see us giving to our community.  But I wonder if His heart breaks a bit when we hold on to the ONE gift He really wants us to give away.

Carson adds this to his commentary about the gifts of the magi:

· “Usually such gifts were reciprocated.  It is not mentioned here, but a first century reader might have assumed it and seen the Great Commission (28:18-20) as leading to its abundant fruition.” 

And the Great Commission can be summed up in four words:
· Matt 28:19a “Go and make disciples…”

God has given us a gift He wants us to share with others.  So the best way we can thank God and celebrate Jesus is to give away the gift God has given us.  The best way we can show our appreciation for the new life God has given us is to give it to someone else.  
And that’s something we can do every day of the year.  Which leads to the big idea of this message:


· Consider every day Christmas







Consider every day Christmas.  Consider every day a day that someone we know might be ready to receive God’s gift of eternal life.  And consider every day a day that God might want you or me to be His Santa Claus.  






We might begin with preparing our Christmas gift list for 2009 – but not the list of people we intend to buy a gift for.  Instead, a list of those who we suspect have not received God’s gift of eternal life.

And we might think back and remember our own Christmas story – not the reason why Christmas should be about Jesus in America, but why He is for US.  And then be prepared to share that story.  
Early on, I asked you to think of the best gift you’ve ever received.  And I pondered that question myself.  Now I’ve gotten some nice gifts over the years.  But I think I’ve gotten more joy out of GIVING gifts than RECEIVING them.  

The Christmas I gave Mary that hutch is probably my favorite Christmas.  I knew she would be surprised by it, and I knew she would like it.  And I was like a little kid – all excited just to see her face when she saw her gift.  
But then I think of the times I’ve shared God’s gift with someone – and seen them accept it.  And I’ve seen a life change forever.  And I think that’s even more special for me.  

I wish I could say that’s happened a lot, but it hasn’t.  And I have to admit – it’s because I tend to forget that God doesn’t work on December 25th alone.  And while He’s wanting me to share His gift, I’m hanging on to it.  

Maybe 2009 will be the year all of us at Moon Valley make every day Christmas day for someone.  Because we’ve gotten God’s gift – but it’s a gift that’s meant to be given away.

Let’s pray.
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