Christmas is For-Giving

Dr. Marty Baker / December 19, 2004


Christmas is only 6 days away.  If you have not started your shopping, it’s not too late, but you had better get a move on it.  Things are rapidly flying off the shelves.  In some ways, this year is unusual because there has not been a toy that has captivated the attention of the masses.  In years past, people fought over Tickle Me Elmo or a Cabbage Patch Kid.  I guess the closest thing to Tickle Me Elmo is a Dora the Explorer doll.  This year’s most popular gifts would be some sort of electronic gadget, a gaming system or if you have really been good maybe an iPod.  One gift that has been gaining in popularity over the last few years is the Gift Card.   One local retailed bought a half page ad in the newspaper on Friday just to advertise their gift card. What a novel idea.  


Every year our office staff has a Christmas party at our house. Everyone is asked to bring a gift that would be used in a white elephant type of gift exchange.  Last year was Pastor Kevin’s first Christmas in Augusta and he was not quite sure if he felt safe with the staff traditions.  So, Kevin brought a beautifully wrapped gift card to Starbucks.  When it was his turn to choose a gift, we did not realize it, but he selected his own gift. He did not trust us to buy him something that he liked, so he bought himself a gift, wrapped it and then unwrapped it.  


Not only did he not trust us, but we later found out that he did this at his family Christmas too.  Now, they figured it out quicker than we did or maybe he wasn’t as smart.  He bought a size 34 pants from American Eagle and no one in his family wears a 34.  Hmmm.  Well, that’s one way to get what you want for Christmas.  We ribbed him about it so much during the year that I think that he has changed his strategy this Christmas. 


What’s your gift giving strategy?  My is simple check at Sam’s and then Ebay.  Patty and I were in Sam’s a few weeks ago and I told her, “Look around here good because this is where your gift is coming from.”   She got sort of nervous, so she invoked her strategy.  A few days after our Sam’s adventure, I arrived home and noticed that a  Windsor Jewelers Catalogue had been strategically placed on the kitchen counter for me to see.  Now, that’s a nice place to buy a Christmas gift, but with three kids in the mix, it’s highly unlikely.  It was a nice try.  Maybe next year. 


So, what kinds of gift giving plans do you have this holiday season? Do you have a strategy?  Have you put much thought into the gifts that you are going to give or would you rather take the easy road and pick up a gift card? 


At the first Christmas, the Magi or what most of call the Wise Men brought gifts to Mary and Joseph in celebration of Jesus’ birth.  They put a lot of thought into their gifts.    We see their story unfold in Matthew 2.

Matthew 2:10-11

10
When they saw the star, they were overjoyed.

11
On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of gold and of incense and of myrrh.


They put a lot of thought into their gifts.  Gold is the symbol for royalty. With this gift, the Wise Men were designating Jesus as The King.  Incense, or what many call frankincense, is the symbol for divinity. It was an expensive fragrance which in Old Testament times was sprinkled on the offerings at the temple in order to purify them and make them worthy of God. With this gift, the Wise Men were designating Jesus as The Son of God. Myrrh is the symbol for suffering. It was a substance used for deadening pain and for embalming the dead. With this gift the Wise Men were pointing toward the sacrificial death of Jesus, and they were designating Him as The Savior of the world.


Christmas is for giving.  Have you thought about what you would like to give your family and friends this holiday season?  You know that Christmas is forgiving.  Let that sink in just a moment.


The greatest gift that you can give this holiday season is not some electronic gadget nor is it a gift card from a department store, the greatest gift that you can give is forgiveness.


The foundation of Christmas is built on God’s passion to forgive you and me of our sins.

Again, we see in Matthew 1:21:

Matthew 1:21

She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins."


As we look back over this past year, all of us have sinned.  We have made mistakes and we have done things that we are not proud of.  The miracle of Christmas declares that in Christ we can be forgiven of our sins.  Too often people do not consider sin to be that big of a deal.  

They do not realize what kind of effect it has on you.  First of all, sin separates you from your heavenly Father.  When you live at arm’s length from God, your life will never be what it was intended to be.  You were created to be loved by God and called to love him back. You were created to be a part of his spiritual family.  Sin separates you from God and it keeps you from reaching your full potential.


Not only that but sin introduces guilt and shame into your life.  We were created with a conscience.  Deep within us we have been give a sense of right and wrong.  Now, some people have violated their conscience so much that it has been seared and sin does not bother them. That’s not the case for most people.  When we move away from God’s plan for our lives, there is a little check inside that reminds us that we have made a mistake.  If we fail to make things right, guilt comes on the scene and then shame.  We are embarrassed of our actions.  We then feel condemned and unworthy.  


The miracle of Christmas is that Jesus comes to forgive us of all of our sins.  He erases the mark against us.   He redeems us from our evil and gives us another chance.   We do not have to die in our sins.

John 3:16

"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.


We can have a new life.  We can be free from our sins.  Simply ask Jesus Christ to come into your heart and He will forgive you.  Now, many of you have already done that.  For those who have never accepted Christ, I am going to lead you in a prayer in a few minutes.  So, get ready your life is about to change.


Before we go there, let’s talk about the greatest gift that we can give this Christmas season and that is, the gift of forgiveness.  Christmas is forgiving.


Many of us treasure the fact that Christ has forgiven us of all of our sins, and we should.  But, that’s only part of the puzzle.  The Bible teaches us that once we have been forgiven, we must forgive those people who have sinned against us, talked about us, hurt us, violated us and generally made our lives miserable.

Colossians 3:13

Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 


Christmas is forgiving.  Over the next few days, many of you will have an opportunity to spend some extra time with significant friends and family members.    This time will be uncomfortable for some of you because you will interact with people who have hurt you in the past.  You heard that time heals all wounds, but not in this case.  You are angry with this person and that anger has turned inward and has grown into bitterness.


What you may not realize is that this grudge is no long private.  This bitterness is affecting you and the people around you.

Hebrews 12:15

See to it that no one misses the grace of God and that no bitter root grows up to cause trouble and defile many.

In his book, "Lee:  The Last Years," Charles Bracelen Flood reports that after the Civil War, Robert E. Lee visited a Kentucky lady who took him to the remains of a grand old tree in front of her house.  There she bitterly cried that its limbs and trunk had been destroyed by Federal artillery fire.  She looked to Lee for a word condemning the North or at least sympathizing with her loss.  


After a brief silence, Lee said, "Cut it down, my dear Madam, and forget it."  It is better to forgive the injustices of the past than to allow them to remain, let bitterness take root and poison the rest of our life. It’s time to move on.  This holiday season, it’s time to forgive.  Christmas is forgiving.

Ephesians 4:32-33
31
Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice. 

32
Be kind and compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you. 

What Happens When WE Forgive Others

1.
We acknowledge the pain of what the other person did to us. 


We admit it to ourselves, to God and possibly to the other person.   The offense is painful.  Ignoring the pain does not make it go away.  We have to embrace the pain and in doing so we discover the power of the Cross.  At this point, Jesus enters into our pain and gives us strength to work through the situation. 

2.
We examine ourselves.


Let’s face it.  People who hurt tend to hurt other people.  As the saying goes, hurt people hurt people.  It is important to examine the situation and acknowledge your part in the pain. Ask God to forgive you.   


If you are a rape victim or have been molested, it’s not your fault.  You did not sin in that attack.  You are a true victim.  Many times the guilt and the shame of the perpetrator is transferred to the victim and spiritual deliverance and counseling is needed.  That’s really another message. Today, I am here to help friends and family make amends this holiday season. Next point:  What happens when we forgive others...
3.
We attempt to right the wrong that was done. 


Forgiveness is about making things right, making amends. When we make amends, we are simply telling the person we harmed the truth about our actions as we now see it.  We, then, attempt to right the wrong that was done.

4.
We choose not to punish the person for their actions.

Biblical forgiveness is pardon. It is to choose not to punish. When the governor pardons a criminal he does not forget the crime, or excuse the criminal, or ignore the situation, or tolerate the problem. He chooses not to punish the criminal, even though he could. To forgive someone is to choose not to punish them.


You may be thinking that you cannot do this. That the pain is too great, the hurt too deep, their spirit too unrepentant. That this is beyond you. You're right. But it's not beyond the God in you.

5.
 When we forgive, we open the door for God’s grace to be multiplied in our lives.

Jesus taught us in Matthew 6:14:

Matthew 6:14
For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.


There is great power in the act of forgiveness.  When we are willing to forgive others, the blessing of that forgiveness is multiplied and it comes back to us.  God’s favor is increased in our lives and we are blessed.


In closing, there are two groups of people I want to speak to.  First, I want to talk to those individuals who have been wounded and hurt by someone.  Let me ask you, “Who do you need to forgive?  Who needs your pardon? Be specific. To whom will you give this gift of forgiveness today?   You know, Christmas is forgiving.

Next, I want to speak to the group of people who would like to have their sins forgiven.  You can today.  You can be free.  Invite Jesus Christ into your heart and trust him with your life. 



Last week I received this letter.  

Marty,

          It's is around mid-night and I knew that I would not be able to sleep tonight without letting you know what is going on with me. First, I want to tell you I REALLY enjoyed tonight's service so much. 


Tonight I asked God to forgive me for what I have done, to please come into my heart. ...  I am going to ... put all of my faith in God and believe that he has a plan for me and he will take care of me no matter what. 


God forgave me tonight Marty, I truly believe that with all of my heart. I have refused for the longest time to pray about this situation but for some reason, something was telling me it was time to let go and ask for forgiveness! .... It really is amazing what God can do for us in just one prayer!

Thank You,

Name not published
That’s a real story from Stevens Creek.  Today, that story can be your story.  Will you accept Christ’s forgiveness today?  Please pray this prayer with me.

Closing Prayer

"Lord Jesus, I recognize that I need You in my life. I understand that you died on the cross for me.  I open the door of my heart and ask you to be a part of my life. Today, I accept your payment for my sins. Please forgive me. Take control of my life. Put Yourself, Your Spirit, Your love in my life. Make me the kind of person You want me to be. I pray this prayer in your name because I believe in You."   -Amen.
