What If Jesus Hadn’t Made The Trip? (Promise)
Reconnect – December 2, 2007

Text: Luke 2:14; Isaiah 9:6; Philippians 4:6-7  
Key Thought: Jesus came to earth, keeping a promise to bring people peace – with God, ourselves and each other.  
8That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their flocks of sheep.  9Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance of the Lord’s glory surrounded them.  They were terribly frightened, 10but the angel reassured them. “Don’t be afraid!” he said.  “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone!  11The Saviour – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David!  12And this is how you will recognize him: You will find a baby lying in a manger, wrapped snugly in strips of cloth!”  13Suddenly, the angel was joined by a vast host of others – the armies of heaven – praising God:   14Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all[,] whom God favours” 
(Luke 2:8-14 NLT)
Series Intro: 
· [Slide] – “Holiday thoughts on Christmas, Festivus, and of course, the rest of us”
· A few hundred years after the birth of Jesus, Christians developed the ancient practice of “advent” to remember His coming – a time before Christmas comes when God’s people are encouraged to look forward to His coming, as if He hadn’t yet come, and remember what it must have been like before He came, even though we’ve never known a time when He hasn’t come
· And in that, there are four distinct themes, in the weeks before Christmas:
· Promise – Light – Joy - Hope 
· Fast-forward to our commercial-driven, idealized, romanticized and secularized holiday season – where everything is old hat – and I couldn’t help but think about “Festivus”, and how so many jokes are really funny because they have an element of truth or social commentary – and I realized that Advent and Festivus really can intersect and show us what God is pointing us to during this season
· Today is part one of this series: “Promise”
Intro:  Christmas Ad “Takes”
· “Christmas comes but once a year” – and retailers have to take full advantage of our sometimes-irrational desire to spend a ton of money on each other – well, more often ourselves
· And so to do that, they have to find a way each year to try to make the season new and fresh to us – to try to flip the switch in us that will make us want to enjoy THIS Christmas to the hilt – all the food, presents, and walnuts that will allow us to find the joy that seems to be so elusive the rest of the year
· I was thinking this week, as the season is already in full swing, that there seems to be a certain few “takes” that advertisers use and re-use – sometimes they fall out of favour, others come on the screen, but there seem to be a few types – see if you recognize what I’m talking about

· One type is the “wonder of Christmas” theme – typically an ad will feature a small child – or better yet, a grouping of carefully selected children that reflects gender, ethnic and physical diversity, with their mouths open in awe at Christmas lights, or presents, or snowflakes, or their parents just out of camera range threatening them if they don’t smile for the photographer

· Another type is the “you deserve it” theme – where yeah, you have to shop for everyone else, but hey! Who’s REALLY the most important person on your list, after all?  Y-O-U, that’s who!  So go ahead and buy yourself the 52-inch flatscreen plasma TV and get Pot of Gold chocolates and Tim Horton gift certificates for everyone else on your list – you matter more, after all

· Still another type is the “you’re better, so give like it” theme – where gifts are promoted as being choice, or unique, or distinctive, and if you buy them to give to others it will demonstrate to them that you are different than everyone else – and better than everyone else – because you’re NOT looking at the main aisle of Wal-Mart on December 24th 

· Let’s not forget the “You’re a man – don’t strain yourself – she doesn’t expect much” theme – where yes, you need to buy your significant other a gift, but hey – you’re a guy and therefore you can’t be expected to get things right on your own – and because of that she has “lowered expectations” – but if you buy what they tell you, she’ll be pleasantly surprised, and you won’t be called an idiot for at least a week after the big day

· Finally, perhaps the type that has been looming largest to me this year is one that I’ve seen grow in popularity over the last 10 years – the “hectic holidays” – where they’re not enjoyable because you have so much to do and so many people to buy for,  and you know it’s going to be miserable – so make it LESS MISERABLE by buying our products – you’ll still be too busy trying to frantically have fun, but at least it won’t be SO bad – just get it over with and you’ll be OK after it’s all done
· The last one for me is the worst, the more that I think about it

· We live in a society that is incredibly affluent compared to the vast majority of the rest of the world – a place where in their minds the streets are paved with gold and opportunity is everywhere, a place where people would kill to be, a place where they make huge sacrifices to journey to every day and leave everything behind to be here

· And yet we complain that partying and celebrating over the holidays is too much work

· It makes me want to make my special gift to people this year a boot to the head

· How driven ARE we that this is what the holidays have come to for us?  A time to endure?  To grit our teeth and get by?  What has happened to us?  How hectic are our lifestyles that this can be just like any other time, but even busier?

Confused Priorities

· Thirty-five years ago, Gordon Dahl, in his book Work, Play and Worship in a Leisure-Oriented Society, said that most middle-class Americans tend to “worship their work, work at their play, and play at their worship.  That which we worship, we serve, and that which we serve we will give our all – heart, soul, mind and body”
· The time from then to now demonstrates that he definitely knew what he was talking about – our western society has confused priorities, that I buy into a lot more than I would care to admit
· We are so DRIVEN – we divide our days into mornings, afternoons and evenings and proceed to fill them all with work, play, events and chores

· We set our alarms to defeat our natural rhythms of sleep, so we can get more done – we mainline caffeine to do the same – we stay up late, we get up early, we’re chronically sleep deprived

· We rush here and there, and wish we had more time to rush here and there

· Time has become the definitive currency of our day, rather than money – anyone, we figure can have money, but the real mark of largesse these days is the time to spend it – hence our chronic envy of the celebrity/young and rich lifestyle, where there doesn’t really ever seem to be  a whole lot of work going on, but there sure is a pack of money to spend

· When we’re at work, we dream of being off on vacation – and when we’re off, we work really hard to make it seem worthwhile to us to have been off on vacation – and then we come back more exhausted and empty than before, because we’re so wound up from working three weeks of overtime to get away in the first place that it takes us a week to relax and then we want to come back two days early to make a dent in the 150 emails we’ll have to read on our return

· Our society says that what we do is never enough – never

· Year-end results for the major banks are coming out – on Friday it was reported that RBC made a profit of 5.5 BILLION dollars in 2007, a gain of 16% over last year, even with a writedown for ABCP – and yet, analysts were DISAPPOINTED that it wasn’t more, and the stock price DROPPED – madness!

· We can’t maintain that kind of pace, and we’re starting to show the wear – earlier and earlier mid-life crises, starter marriages, divorce rates rampant, changes in careers, looking for something that will deliver on the promise of a better life – and then come the “Happy Frickin’ Holidays”!
Jesus: Prince of Peace
· What’s ironic in all this is that Jesus came to the world to bring us peace, not more hassle – contentment, not more striving – satisfaction, not more greed or gluttony or craving

· Let’s go back to the Christmas story today – well, at least a piece of it

· Jesus has just been born, to a teenage mother in a dirty stable in a small hick town, when suddenly, something incredible happens:

Read Text: Luke 2:8-14
8That night some shepherds were in the fields outside the village, guarding their flocks of sheep.  9Suddenly, an angel of the Lord appeared among them, and the radiance of the Lord’s glory surrounded them.  They were terribly frightened, 10but the angel reassured them. “Don’t be afraid!” he said.  “I bring you good news of great joy for everyone!  11The Saviour – yes, the Messiah, the Lord – has been born tonight in Bethlehem, the city of David!  12And this is how you will recognize him: You will find a baby lying in a manger, wrapped snugly in strips of cloth!”  13Suddenly, the angel was joined by a vast host of others – the armies of heaven – praising God:   14Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all[,] whom God favours”          






  (Luke 2:8-14 NLT)

(Prayer)
A Closer Look: 
· I want to zero in on the last part of this – the song of the armies of heaven, what the angels sang to the shepherds and to the whole world on that cold night so long ago
· The song they’re singing is one that they’ve been waiting to sing for thousands of years – to a human race that is exactly that – a race – striving, lunging, struggling, wrestling, despairing, running

· “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all[,] whom God favours”

The Promised Prince of Peace

· Peace on earth – to a region that had never seen peace for longer than a hundred years, that was trapped between all the major world powers, and was taken, given up and retaken time and time again, that was currently occupied by the world’s one despised major power
· God had promised His people hundreds of years earlier that peace would come

· He sent people who spoke for Him – called prophets – people who were His messengers – to paint a picture for people of what could and would be one day – an end to striving, a lasting peace, a time of fulfillment that wouldn’t end

· Listen to what the message of one of these prophets, a man named Isaiah, was, about 800 years before that cold night when the shepherds heard the song:

5In that day of peace, battle gear will no longer be issued.  Never again will uniforms be bloodstained by war.  All such equipment will be burned.  6For a child is born to us, a son is given to us.  And the government will rest on his shoulders.  These will be his royal titles: Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  7His ever-expanding, peaceful government will never end.  He will rule forever with fairness and justice from the throne of his ancestor David.  The passionate commitment of the Lord Almighty will guarantee this! 









  (Isaiah 9:5-7 NLT) 

· God was going to keep His promise, no matter what – and when Jesus came, He did, fulfilling the first part of this prediction

· And yet we still haven’t seen the second part, have we?  Today wars rage all over the world – and our world is so desperate for peace that we will spin things any way we can

· It’s news that Israel and the Palestinian Authority will commit to trying to have a solution by the end of 2008 – “trying to have a solution” – Kosova wants independence, and Serbia doesn’t want to give it – the Chechens still lurk on the edge of Russia – genocide in Darfur, even as the people there rage at teddy bears and tolerate murder and worse – and on and on

· “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all[,] whom God favours”

Where’s the Peace?

· So where’s the peace?  Well, the angel song says “peace on earth to all whom God favours”

· What does that say to you?  Anyone want to explain that?  (Discussion)  What is God promising here?

· (Discussion) – God will give his peace to the ones who please Him, to the ones who get chosen, to a few out of all, to the good people, etc.
· This is a tough passage to translate – but based on the rest of the song, and the work of God involved, what if we put a comma right... there? (insert comma after “all” and before “whom God favours”)
· (Discussion) – Does this change anything in how you read the passage?
God’s Favour Is For All, Not Just A Few
· It’s so easy to take an exclusionary view of God’s love, isn’t it?  To imagine that there are conditions for it, even if the conditions are just as much as acceptance of it or keeping perhaps just a few rules

· And yet, the angels’ song is all about God, not people

· It’s God who is doing something that is completely undeserved, by anyone and everyone – He is keeping a promise that He didn’t have to make, but that He said that He would keep – and so He does, by sending His peace, His Son, His very self, Jesus

· And in doing so, He turns us and our expectations all upside down

· We are trained instinctively as those who practice religion to do what God wants, to try to make ourselves more palatable to Him, and in so doing to draw lines – who is IN, who is OUT, who do we need to try to FIX, who is on the EDGE
· And yet here, He says that He’s doing this not because we’re palatable, or worth it, but because He just cares – it’s everyone – peace on earth to all, because God favours people – He loves people

· God is pouring out His love on a bitterly cold night, and that’s why the angel armies are in awe – because Peace is on the way – and what army doesn’t really want true peace?

· So where’s that peace?

Peace That Starts In The Heart
· Jesus came with a distribution method for this peace, and it wasn’t top-down

· Because true peace can’t be imposed on people – that’s what the people of Jesus’ day were enduring, and that’s what we’re seeing in hot spots around the world

· No matter how well-meaning a force imposes the peace, no matter how good it is, if it’s not something that is chosen by the people involved, it will never last

· What’s the quote from Golda Meir, one of the founders of modern Israel?  “We will have peace with the Arabs when they love their children more than they hate us” – you can turn that quote around if you want to, to favour whatever side you want, but the truth of the quote remains the same
· True peace can’t be forced, and God knows that

· So instead, He sends a powerless baby to show that He is offering this peace all on His own, as a choice to the world, because of His great love for all people

· The peace that God brings begins in a heart – with a relationship with Him – and flows out of that relationship into every other one we have – our own hearts and minds and lives, and the lives of those all around us – the peace of God that is greater than our own understanding

Peace In My Heart and Life:

· When I was 12, I was miserable – absolutely miserable – which is probably typical for 12 year old guys, right?  But on top of that, I had a crappy home life, and more than that, I was a worrier

· I would stay up late at night worrying – about things that were coming (Science Fair projects, speech topics), about things that had happened (things I’d said or did or hadn’t said or done), about things that might happen and might not happen

· I would go to bed each night thinking that it was just another useless day, and lie awake again worrying and thinking and fretting and despairing

· But it was around that time that I had a growing sense that there was something more to life, and the stories that I had read about God – that there was a God who loved me – who was real, who mattered and who cared – and that He wanted me to have a relationship with Him – He wanted all of me when no-one else did, and when I didn’t think I was worth anyone even wanting that anyway

· And so one day, after many small steps, I made a decision – that I was going to live with Him front and centre, letting Him run the show and seeing what He would do

· That process is ongoing, twenty-odd years later (twenty-REALLY-odd!)

· But one thing that changed immediately for me was the worrying: it stopped completely
· Instead of lying awake, I was content and at peace – instead of seeing nothing useful in each day, I had a sense of purpose, that things were going somewhere – because God had given me His peace, as someone that He loved for no reason other than He just did

· Without knowing it, I was living out what Paul talked about in one of his letters in the Bible:
6Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything.  Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done.  7If you do this, you will experience God’s peace, which is far more wonderful than the human mind can understand.  His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus” 





   (Philippians 4:6-7  NLT)

· One of the reasons that Festivus is so bleak is because there is no peace – instead, there are “feats of strength”, where the participants have to try to wrestle and pin the head of the household – more striving, just like the shopping, just like the working so hard to take a break

· But Jesus offers a completely different way – a way of peace, a way of letting Him be in charge and take the lead
· It doesn’t mean we have no responsibility – but it gives purpose to what we do

· Let me plant an idea in your mind for another time: the idea of “Sabbath” – of setting aside a specific time to rest and re-create yourself with God

· It’s commonly equated with Sunday, and yet it can be anytime, because it’s first a perspective, not a rule or a day on the calendar

· It’s putting your striving, your work, your responsibilities aside for a moment, or an hour, or a day, in the conviction that God is big enough to handle things for awhile and help you when you go back to it – and instead of striving, you can just be with Him – do things with Him, with others, relax, rest, play, pray, worship, help others

· There aren’t really any rules except that what you do, you do with a beautiful awareness of Him

· Which means that Sabbath isn’t about being a day, because unfortunately, all over the world today there will be people “observing the Sabbath”, but keeping a set of rules instead of giving special priority to a relationship with Jesus – and it will be useless to them – they will go back to work tomorrow more tired than before, barring special grace from God

· And yet, on the positive side, there are people all over the world who struggle for every breath, for every scrap of bread, who have impossible, incredible joy, because what they do, they do WITH God, not without Him

· I think about my days and nights – I wrestle continually with the voice in my head that says, “You should be working right now” – when I want to play with my kids, when I want to watch TV with my wife, when I want to read the newspaper and eat a sandwich during my lunch hour

· If I’m at the bank, it pushes me towards church work, and if I’m on church work, it pushes me to my students, and if I’m with my students, it pushes me towards bank work – push, strive, drive, lead, urge, struggle, stress, strain

· But I wrestle, because I know it’s not the voice that matters – it’s MY voice, the one that says that unless I get this done no-one else will, that unless I start working right now that it won’t be any good, the one that says what I’m doing is more important than my family or who I am – and it’s WRONG

· The voice that really matters is softer than that – it’s the one that says, “Hey dummy – play with your kids and enjoy it!  And watch that show and relax while you do it!  And read the paper, already!  But do it all WITH me, not without me!” – because that’s the voice of Jesus

· And sometimes I listen, and sometimes I don’t, but I’m listening harder these days, and obeying a little more, and trying to get it right more – and for me, that’s progress for sure

· Jesus said a lot about Sabbath, you know – it would be worth your while and mine to read it again, even for the first time

· Mark Buchanan says, in a good book about Sabbath called The Rest of God, that “Sabbath is turning over to God all those things – our money, our work, our status, our reputations, our plans, our projects – all those things we’re otherwise tempted to hold tight in our own closed fists, hold onto for dear life... It is letting go, for one day out of seven, all those parts of our identities and abilities in which we are constantly tempted to find our security and discovering afresh that we are his children and he is our Father and shield and defender.” (98)

· If we could turn those things over to Him, even for a short time, we would be more refreshed than we can know or imagine

· I think about my work at the bank – because of confidentiality concerns, the files that I am working on go into the vault at the end of the day, and the door is shut and the lock is spun

· No matter how much I might need something, if it’s in the vault, I can’t get it until the next day

· So there’s no sense in fretting about it, because I just can’t DO it – at ALL  - I can’t get in no matter what, short of blasting the doors off, and that just isn’t happening

· What if we could leave things with God that way – what kind of peace would we experience?  How much richer would our lives be?  And how many people other than ourselves could we help?
Conclusion: The Big Idea
Jesus came to earth, keeping a promise to bring people peace –
with God, ourselves and each other.
· Is that something that you’re looking for today?  Either more of it or just to start that?  It begins with turning away from your driven-ness, even just for a minute, and turning towards God
· Hear Him out this morning – His call to know Him, to lift up your head from your struggles, to reorient your routines in the middle of your responsibilities – and respond to Him

· Pray, think, rest, be – but do it with Him

Response: A Chance To Reconnect
· I want to give us all a short moment to Reconnect this morning with Jesus, the Prince of Peace and the peace that He brings
· I’m going to play a couple of songs from one of my current favourite albums – Tim Hughes’ Holding Nothing Back – and I invite you to open your heart to God and walk into His peace – and see how long you can stroll in that with Him today, no matter how much you have to do

· [Play “Out of the Darkness” and “Centre of It All”]
Pray and Close
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