Pre:
On this fourth Sunday of Advent we will go right to the main event. The birth of Jesus, and the great gift that God has given us in the One who came to us from eternity to be one of us, and to lead us back to God.  

Listen to this familiar story and let the story touch your heart.  

Luke 2:1-7. 

Wrapping Up the Gifts

Luke 2:1-7

So, it’s December 22 and mom has been busy with all the Christmas preparations, wrapping the gifts, getting the cookies made. And suddenly she remembers that she hasn’t sent out any Christmas cards. In dismay, she sends her 10-year-old son to the corner drugstore for a box of Christmas cards. Her son runs to the store and soon comes back with a pack of 25 identical cards. Without even looking at them, mom quickly addresses the cards, stamps them and hands them to her son who takes them out to the mailbox, just as the mail carrier is coming down the street. 

They only needed 24 cards, so there was one left sitting in the box. A little bit later in the day, when things calmed down, mom took the last card out of the box and read it. Inside, the verse said this:

This little card is just to say,

A gift you’ll love is on the way. 

Oops! Can you picture mom racing out of the house in a futile pursuit of the mail carrier?
This is how many people go through this season. In a mad dash to the finish line, doing the things that seem important, even essential to the season. Racing against the clock to get it all done. And yet missing the point of Advent. Ironically, the message of Advent is like the card that this frantic mom sent: This little card is just to say, a gift you’ll love is on the way. 

Gift-giving is a big part of this season for just about everybody—and expensive. It’s estimated that the average American will spend between $800 and $1,000 on Christmas gifts this year. 

One of the TV commercials that I sort of love to hate is the Lexus “December to Remember” ad.  A mega-size roll of wrapping paper is tied around a car with a huge red bow. And the announcer says this: No one ever asks for a smaller Christmas gift! 

It’s true, isn’t it? The bigger the better. And the flip side of that reality is a sort of guilty feeling for both wanting and buying pricey gifts. 

Do you feel like you spend too much on Christmas gifts? 

Then listen to this news flash. The real truth is that most people settle for way too small of a Christmas gift. They settle for what amounts to “five and dime” trinkets (even the Lexus is in this category!), when God wants to give something far more valuable, far more costly. 

So, here’s what I want you to think about:  God is into expensive Christmas giving. But God’s gift is not wrapped in ribbons or bows and placed under a brightly decorated tree. God’s gift is wrapped in swaddling clothes and placed in a manger. A couple of weeks ago we talked about the exorbitant price of that gift.  God’s Son left his rightful place in heaven, to come into this world—to be that tiny baby in the manger. And that was only the beginning of what it would cost him as he grew up in this world, as he healed, as he taught, as he gave the ultimate gift of himself on the cross.  One of my favorite Christmas cards of all time has a very poetic way of expressing this gift: “And when we give each other Christmas gifts in his name, let us remember that he has given us the sun and the moon and the stars, and the earth with its forests and mountains and oceans—and all that lives and moves upon them. He has given us all green things and everything that blossoms and bears fruit—and all that we quarrel about and all that we have misused—and to save us from our own foolishness, from all our sins, he came down to earth and gave us himself.” (Sigrid Undset) 
God is into expensive Christmas giving. But God’s gift is not like the other gifts under your tree. If you accept God’s gift, you can’t just put it in the closet. God’s gift will change you. It’s kind of like what happened to Scrooge as we talked about last week. Or like Silas Marner. Do you remember that classic story by Mary Ann Evans (AKA George Eliot)? Silas Marner was a bitter old man, unlucky in love and shunned by his community. He withdraws into an isolated cottage to eke out his days as a weaver. Silas Marner is only concerned about the money that he makes from his tedious work. So, one day when a burglar breaks in and steals every last piece of gold from the hiding place under his floorboards, it seems Silas has nothing left to live for. He spends his evenings standing in the open doorway of his cottage, hoping against hope that someone will happen along and return his treasure.  But instead, he receives a very different treasure. A little blond-haired girl whose homeless, opium-addicted mother has just died in the snow—toddles toward the light of his doorway and walks in like she owns the place. The little girl falls asleep on his hearth. As Silas watches the girl asleep, her golden hair gleaming in the fire light, for a moment he imagines that his stolen gold has been returned to him.  But instead he is given a new kind of life. The rest of the novel tells the story of how Silas Marner’s heart melts as he adopts the toddler and becomes both father and mother to her. She is truly a gift to him. “In old days,” George Eliot writes, “there were angels who came and took men by the hand and led them away from the city of destruction. We see no white-winged angels now. But yet men are led away from threatening destruction; a hand is put into theirs, which leads them forth gently toward a calm and bright land, so that they may look no more backward; and the hand may be a little child’s.” (Quoted in Wilton, A, 37) 
God is into expensive Christmas giving. And here’s something really interesting. God’s gifts are not only expensive for God to give. They are also expensive for people to accept. 

Think about Mary. God gave her a great gift—the calling to be the mother of the Messiah. But that gift was costly to accept. She gave her womb for the birthing of this babe. But she also gave up her reputation, being willing to be seen by many as a person of questionable morals. She nurtured the child Jesus, protected him, taught him, all the while knowing that he was really not her own to keep. And knowing that she would one day grieve his loss. 

And what about Joseph? He also allowed his life to be interrupted by this gift and allowed himself to be vulnerable to the wagging tongues as well. He opened his heart to this birth and to the significant life change that it would bring to him. 
And what about the magi?  The Wise Men from the east gave up several years of their lives just to get a look at this baby. For them, accepting God’s gift meant going on a very long and arduous journey of faith. 

So it is for us. The gift has been purchased at great price. And wrapped. Placed in a manger. Ready to be received. By you and by me. 
The question is, will you open this gift that will change your life and make you whole? Or will you settle for some cheap trinkets under the tree that will make you feel good for a while and then it’s life as usual? 
God’s gift is a costly gift. Jesus has paid a high price for it. But it’s costly for you as well, and I suspect that you know that. That is why many people leave the gift unopened. Just this week I read about Lord Kenneth Clark, who was internationally known for his television series Civilization, and who apparently lived his life without ever accepting God’s Christmas gift. In his biography he tells about a startling spiritual experience that he had, while visiting a beautiful church.  “My whole being,” he said, “was irradiated by a kind of heavenly joy far more intense than anything I had known before.” This religious experience created a problem for him, he said. If he allowed himself to be influenced by it, he knew he would have to change, his family might think he had lost his mind, and maybe that intense joy would prove to be an illusion. So he concluded, “I was too deeply embedded in the world to change course.” 

What about you? What will it cost you to accept God’s Christmas gift? 
What will it mean for you to truly welcome Jesus into your life and let him take charge of what happens there? 

What will you have to give up?

Or what will you need to take on?

What goals will have to change? 

What new direction will your life need to take? 

There are six shopping and wrapping days till Christmas.  While you are collecting up your last-minute gifts, take this question with you: Are you willing to pay the price that comes with accepting God’s gift? 
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