Surviving Christmas – wk 1 – All About the Presents 
Merry Christmas – (Sunday) It’s the most wonderful time of the year… The parties, decorations, family, work schedules, crowds, missing loved ones – for many, sing – it’s the most stressful time of the year. 

The few weeks as we approach Christmas, we are going to give you a Christmas survival handbook of sorts.
Today, a stressful part of Christmas – presents – what to get, buying, stores, crowds, money, time running out, then you have to wrap. It was easy buying for little kids. I like exchanging gifts, but it’s a bit stressful. 

Survival guide rule #1 - Christmas is all about the presents. 

When we are done today, I think you might agree too.
Today a gift that was totally Under Wraps – hidden away

Parents hiding presents when I was a kid
2000 yrs ago - like today life was painful and stressful, all seemed hopeless – The Jewish nation was awaiting the promised Messiah
You have probably heard of Mary & Joseph – But Luke starts the Christmas story with a different couple six months before
Luke 1:5 In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron. (their families served God for generations - Mary’s aunt and uncle) 6 Both of them were righteous in the sight of God, observing all the Lord’s commands and decrees blamelessly. (loved and lived for God faithfully) 7 But they were childless because Elizabeth was not able to conceive, and they were both very old. (80+ yr seniors. In their culture - one of the most shameful, disappointing, and sad things – barrenness – they prayed for a child for years.)
Zack was at work – at the temple - entered the temple to burn incense - everyone outside – an angle of the Lord appeared. 

13 But the angel said to him: “Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard. Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to call him John. 14 He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth…

(3 things) 16 He will bring back many of the people of Israel to the Lord their God. 17 And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the parents to their children (bring families together) and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous (bring the wandering souls back) - to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (prepare the way for Jesus)
You would think talking to an angel you would believe him – but Zack says, “no way!” – Angel says – way! Zach says, “shut up!” God says, “no, you shut up” literally. 
Zechariah asked the angel, “How can I be sure of this? I am an old man and my wife is well along in years.” 19 The angel said to him, “I am Gabriel. I stand in the presence of God, and I have been sent to speak to you and to tell you this good news. 20 And now you will be silent and not able to speak until the day this happens, because you did not believe my words, which will come true at their appointed time.”(Perhaps you have found yourself unable to speak about Jesus to your friends & family because you doubt God could use you…)

Zechariah came out silent - went home - got wife pregnant
Luke 1:25 “The Lord has done this for me,” she said. “In these days he has shown his favor and taken away my disgrace among the people.”
9 months Zack didn’t talk – I wonder if Elisabeth liked that?
Six months after Zack - the angel Gabriel makes another appearance. This time to a young teenage girl named Mary - working towards a normal life in a small town, but it was about to be anything but normal.
Luke 1:39 Mary visits Elizabeth for self-reflection, and encouragement.
The questions… Elizabeth, how did you get pregnant, you’re old? Mary, how did you get pregnant…? Two stages of life – anti-acne cream meets anti-aging cream.
Elizabeth’s baby leaps in the womb of Elizabeth at the mention of Mary’s baby (Jesus). John jumping - Christmas is coming! The wait is almost over. 
Luke 1:57 – Elizabeth’s baby is born and dedicated to the LORD – when Zechariah writes the baby’s name, JOHN – he spoke and sang praises! 

The gift everyone needed, but no one expected was still coming. It was wrapped and ready!
Christmas under Wraps: 

Gift tip 1 – The best gifts take time - God’s timing 

Years they faithfully served, waited and prayed for a child. They were told to just to trust God and wait. 9 mths Zack was to be silent. Wait. 

Christmas reminds us that - Trust & waiting are at the core of following Christ
Gabriel’s first words (Luke 1:13) are like a like a breath of fresh air:
“Do not be afraid, Zechariah.” - “Your prayer has been heard.”
God had not forgotten them, and God has not forgotten you.

Gift tip 2 – The best gifts are consistent
As one of nearly 20,000 priests, Zechariah served at the temple in Jerusalem for two one-week periods each year. A priest might offer the incense at the daily sacrifice only once in his lifetime. BUT – Today was Zechariah’s day! Serving faithfully and consistently – he was right were he needed to be. 
Would you rather have a few special days, or a lifetime of memories? Be present, family traditions, be together. 
God uses our faithfulness to accomplish his purposes 
Gift tip 1 – The best gifts are a surprise
80+ years old- it is impossible today, it was impossible then. But God had a plan
Christmas reminds us - We can always count on God when faced with impossible situations. God loves surprises.
Like Mary, Joseph, Elizabeth, and Zechariah - Life surprises - God will often tell us what to do but won’t always tell us what He will do. 
What if you knew tomorrow you would receive a present that would change your life? What if you knew it was coming? God loves surprise!  My favorite Christmas surprise - 2nd grade.
I think as we get older, we still want to be surprised - we just don’t know what to ask for. The presents get more expensive, the lists get shorter. There can be a disappointment when you get only what you ask for - the surprise is gone and so is the magic. You’re grown up. 
We say Jesus is the gift of Christmas – but somehow as we look at that expected gift, we lose the fascination, excitement, the enchantment & mystery of what a gift HE really is.
Let’s talk about the greatest surprise gift ever – 

Christmas is the season to forget the past, forget the future, and just focus on the presents - HIS PRESENTS.  (gift)
To be present means to be in a particular place, to be in attendance, here, nearby, a period of time, occurring now.
In English we have a present tense and present perfect (a past event that has present consequences). Jesus embodies both – he is the perfect present, and he is also present perfect.

Jesus is the perfect present sinless ONE. His presence is a present and the present is his presence. And this present is everywhere.
When Jesus was born, they called him Emmanuel, “God with us.” (Matt 1:23) Literally mean Jesus – “the presence of God”.

It’s all about the presents!

Jesus is present in eternity past – present in the eternal future – He is just as present today as he was present yesterday and will be tomorrow.  We celebrate his presence by His ultimate present’s!
Jesus has come to give us the ultimate present- his presence
Let me ask you a question - What did you get for Christmas last year? Car, engagement ring you would remember - Most are trying to come up with an answer… that is because Christmas is not really about the presents, we give each other. It is about HIS presents and presence. 

We need his presence more than any present. God’s presence puts our presents to shame.
I enjoy giving great gifts, especially the older I get the more I enjoy giving great gifts. I want them to represent me. A glimpse of my love.  
That process is just a microcosm of what God went through when he gave us the ultimate present. 
The Greatest PRESENT
1. The Greatest gift was selected
When picking the perfect gift, you think about the person – what they need – what they like – what they lack.
God of eternity saw our needs, our lack, and what we most desired and the 2nd person of the trinity was selected as the perfect gift to us.
If our greatest need had been information, God would have sent us an educator. If our greatest need had been technology, God would have sent a scientist. If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent an economist. If our greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent an entertainer. If our greatest need was health, he would have sent us a doctor. But our greatest need was spiritual - our profound rebellion and sin – so God selected a savior.
We needed forgiveness, so the Father sent Jesus. The gift selected 
2. The Greatest gift was purchased

When we give a gift, bake one, make one, buy one - supplies are purchased. Heart is behind every good gift. 
Jesus put his heart in it when he purchased our emancipation.  Our freedom & deliverance was expensive.
Before that fateful day on the cross at high noon – that purchase was in motion - even long before Christmas day. 
Revelation 13:8 … the Lamb was slain before the foundation of the world… (NLT- Lamb who was slaughtered before the world was made.)
That Christmas morning was shopping day – Jesus walked the isles of humanity - he had come to purchase redemption. 
Acts 2:22 Jesus of Nazareth was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs, which God did among you through him, as you yourselves know. 23 This man was handed over to you by God’s deliberate plan and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by nailing him to the cross. 24 But God raised him from the dead, freeing him from the agony of death, because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on him.
That Good Friday was Black Friday for us all. 

The events that lead to the cross were not a spontaneous tragedy or historical mistake, but a extravagant predetermined gift purchase.  And the budget was his blood.  
While most our purchased gifts are placed under a tree, Jesus gift was on a tree. He died on the torture tree – the cross. His gift was priceless. 

3. The Greatest gift was (selected, purchased and) wrapped
God became a man - from conception to the cross God was wrapped in humanity, so we could relate to, and know God in every stage of life.
John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 3 Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.  /  14 “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us…”    God was wrapped in flesh – in epidermis 
John 1:14 “And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us…” 
God stepped into the world he created. Yahweh with skin. He penetrated this world – and wants to penetrate our lives.
Can you imagine a world where God was not with us? You think the world is crazy now – it is the grace of God that sustains us and keep us from utterly destroying ourselves and each other. Chaos!
God is with us – but is he within us? There is a difference. 

Jesus was born into this world – the good news of Christmas is that He can be born into our lives as we are born again. 
4. The Greatest gift was given

As Jesus stretched his arms out in love for you 2018 yrs ago and walked out of that tomb – The gift is now given to those who are his.
Romans 6:23 For the wages of sin is death, (we have a sick spirit – dying in sin in need of life support) but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
A lot of Christmas presents go unused & unopened. $45 bill in unused gift cards – the greatest gift is yours today – swipe it.
5. The Greatest gift must be received
A great gift cries out to be opened- intrigue, mystery, surprise. For some of you, the fear of the unexpected keeps you from ripping the paper off. Today it’s time to receive your Christmas present. Unwrap it, enjoy it - it’s what you’ve always wanted!
John 1:9 The true light (Jesus) that gives light to everyone was coming into the world. 10 He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him. 11 He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him. (Don’t be like that) 12 Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.
The perfect gift is given - demands a response.
Something cool about this gift - my presents are not perfect, I’m not perfect, but when I receive God’s perfect present, he makes me perfect 

2 Corinthians 5:21 - God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.
· In the gospel according to Santa - Santa gives presents based on our behavior, but Jesus gives his based-on grace.
· In the gospel according to Santa – We give gifts only to those we like, but Jesus gives his gift to whosoever will call upon His name.
For Santa - While bad boys and girls may get coal in their stocking… bad boys and girls are given the riches of heaven when Jesus gift is unwrapped! 
While many of the presents you receive this year will break, go out of style, or need to be replaced – there is only one gift that is eternal.
***After we receive his gift, he wants us to exchange gifts with him – How? Jesus, you gave me life, I give it back to you!
The Ultimate Regifting - The best gifts you can give this year
· Your time – Your life and time is a gift from God

You give it back to God with your family, kids, wife, with your church.
· Your abilities – Our talents and abilities are gifts from God.
We give this back when we serve, volunteer – it’s an act of worship 

· Your resources – All given to you from God – big and small. 
We give this back to God when we are open handed and generous

· Your presence – you are a gift from God – to others
Your presence and love are the greatest gift from God you can give 
Be present with the present of you. I’ll be home for Christmas. 
Zack and Lizzy’s baby – John – grew up – he was John the Baptist. 
And he pointed to the greatest gift until his death – Jesus – God is present!
Dr. Richard Selzer book, “Mortal Lessons”. He once performed surgery on a beautiful woman to take a tumor off the side of her face just before Christmas. He knew that when he took the tumor out, this lady’s mouth would be droopy and deformed for the rest of her life. Dr. Selzer said that when the woman recovered from surgery she asked for a mirror. As she looked in the mirror she was shaken. She said, “Doctor, will I always look like this?” He said, “Yes, you will.” - Then her husband said, “Honey, I like your mouth. I think it looks great.” And Dr. Selzer watched as the husband reached down to kiss his wife on the lips. And right before his lips touched hers, he accommodated his mouth to hers. Dr. Selzer bowed his head and said to himself, “That’s Christmas.”
We’re distorted - warped by sin. Yet God in his grace sent Jesus wrapped in skin - to accommodate us. 
Isn’t it about time that you received the kiss of heaven? 
Let’s say you have maxed out your credit cards this Christmas. Your credit card is smoking you’ve used it so much. And then you lose your job and make the minimum payments - start getting the phone calls, emails and texts. Panic sets in - you can’t make the payments. “What do I do?!  -  And then you’re scrolling through your emails and you see an email written to you. And to your shock and awe, someone paid your debt in full. They’ve taken care of what you could not. Well, that’s what Jesus did for us. We were maxed out. Jesus took our debts and he paid for them on the cross. He purchased them.
