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It is a joy to be together this weekend.  We are about two weeks from the big day! I don’t have a Christmas sweater, but I did pull out my candy cane shirt. This is the closest I could come and I’m getting excited and I’m sure you are too. We are in a series titled ‘Spirit’ and we are talking about the spirit of Christmas. Over three weeks, we’ve talked about the spirit of peace and this weekend, we talk about the spirit of joy and next weekend, all of our campus pastors will be talking about the spirit of hope.
There is a certain spirit about this season and let me personalize that because I think that each one of us has a spirit about us. It is not something we often really think about or talk about, but when you encounter someone, the first thing you encounter is their spirit. And, consciously or sub consciously, it has that first impression upon you. Have you ever encountered someone whose spirit is not the spirit of God but some other spirit? Or maybe someone who has a proud spirit about them and you sort of feel unimportant in their presence. Then there are those people who have a humble spirit about them and you feel so relaxed because they are so down to earth and you feel important to them because of their humility. We could talk about all the different kinds of spirits, but can I suggest that one of the differentiating factors that ought to set us apart as Christ followers is a spirit of joy.  Here’s the deal, I think when someone encounters someone who is really joyful, they almost ought to assume that person must be a Christ follower. And yet, is that the state of affairs as we find them? Not always, in fact, there are some church traditions where stoicism is more what is celebrated. Like, don’t you dare exhibit any emotions in church! I’ll be honest, I don’t even get that. I don’t understand that because as I read the Bible, when you are in the presence of God, there is an explosion of emotion, of humility and joy and awe. These emotions that you can’t even contain or control. So I might just ask at the outset of this message, what is your spirit? What do people feel when they are in your presence? Maybe in practical terms, let’s put it in mathematical terms, do you add joy or subtract joy? Or beyond that, do you maybe multiply joy or divide joy? What kind of spirit do you have and does your spirit convey the Spirit of Christ that is in you?
All of that to set the stage for the passage that we are going to study this weekend. Isaiah Chapter 61, you can turn there or follow along on the screen. This passage, and you’ll see it in the very first verse, is really about the spirit of Jesus. Have you ever wondered what it would have been like to be in the presence of Jesus? To be hanging out with Him, walking dirt paths with Him, on the boat on the Sea of Galilee, fishing, what would it have been like to be in the presence of Jesus? What spirit would have been conveyed?  I think this passage comes about as close as we can get to describing the spirit of Jesus. It starts in verse 1

 1 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me, 
There it is, the Spirit of God was upon him in a way that was absolutely unmistakable. What does that Spirit look like? It says
1 The Spirit of the Sovereign LORD is on me,
   because the LORD has anointed me 
   to proclaim good news to the poor. 
Now, this is not just poor in financial terms, this is an all-inclusive word that does incorporate that, and this also speaks to those who are poor of circumstance or poor of spirit.

He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, 
   to proclaim freedom for the captives 
   and release from darkness for the prisoners, 
2 to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor 
I love this, we’ll talk more about this later, but notice the year, the year of the Lord’s favor and notice the word day.  It is not the day of his favor and the year of his vengeance, but the opposite. Thank the Lord for that! It is the year of the Lords’ favor. And the word year doesn’t speak of a calendar year, it speaks of a new era, a new epic. This is the year, the time without end, of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God.  

   and the day of vengeance of our God, 
to comfort all who mourn, 
 3 and provide for those who grieve in Zion— 
There is unique emphasis given here to those who grieve. It would be an omission if I didn’t say this, having lost a loved one and gone through grieving myself at different times in my life, there is something about the holidays that make it so difficult when you’ve had a grieving experience for some of you this year, and I just think we take extra comfort in this passage at this time of year. It says to provide for those who grieve in Zion

to bestow on them a crown of beauty 
   instead of ashes, 
the oil of joy 
   instead of mourning, 
and a garment of praise 
   instead of a spirit of despair. 
I think what this is saying is that this is no shallow joy. This isn’t Christmas morning when you do in fact get what you really wanted. That is joyous and I hope I get what I want. I have made sure that our family knows what I want, and there would be a moment of joy if I got that. But that’s shallow. That is circumstantial and temporal. What we are talking about here is a joy on the far side of suffering and that is a whole different kind of joy that defies the circumstances that you are in and that can only come from the joy-giver Himself, the Creator and Savior. And this is such picturesque language, so let me describe what is happening here.

When it speaks of ashes, in Jewish tradition, when a person was in mourning, they would literally cast ashes over their head as symbolism of the grieving that they are doing. But then it says, no, instead of ashes, there will be a crown of beauty. This was an ornamental headdress. In English translation, maybe tiara would be the right word. This refers to maybe the headdress of a bride as she walked down an aisle. We are talking about a crowning symbol of a joyous occasion. We are talking about a 180 here. From the depths of grieving to the peak of celebrating.

Then it says the oil of joy. When people come over, I don’t know what you do during the holidays, but we serve eggnog. We do that because I like eggnog! But in this culture, when people came over to have a little celebration, eggnog not so such, but they would take a perfumed ointment, I don’t think they were spray bottles, but it is that idea, like, here, let me sprinkle some perfumed ointment on you. That sounds strange but it was a gesture of hospitality. When you were in a season of grieving, part of the rules and regulations, if you will, were that you didn’t put on any perfumed ointment. 
Then it says the garment of praise instead of the spirit of despair. As the Jewish people grieved, they wore sackcloth. But take that sackcloth and turn it into a garment of praise, and it is this description of this colorful garment that symbolized a joyous celebration. Maybe it is the Christmas sweater. What I’m saying is that I believe that God wants to do a 180 in your life. Maybe the things that you are grieving this year, God wants to take that grieving and turn it into rejoicing. He wants to take the mourning and turn it into a garment of praise. He is the only One who can do that. Verse 7
7 Instead of your shame 
   you will receive a double portion, 
and instead of disgrace 
   you will rejoice in your inheritance. 
And so you will inherit a double portion in your land, 
   and everlasting joy will be yours. 
I don’t know about you but joy has a shelf-life, right? I wish it lasted longer but it doesn’t always last very long. Maybe a few hours, maybe a few days, or rarely a couple of weeks, but we are talking about an everlasting joy that God wants to give to us. This is the spirit of Jesus. This is who Jesus is.  How can you say that? Well, some of you recognize these words. Where have I read this before or heard this before? Let me put it into context. These words were written by the prophet Isaiah in the 7th century B.C.  It was a dark time and prophets were few and far between and Jerusalem was on the brink of destruction. The Assyrians and then the Babylonians would come and take them captive, but Isaiah 56 through 66, the prophet looks beyond the captivity to the return from exile. It is a prophetic looking forward, and this is what is so amazing, we are talking about things that wouldn’t happen for 200 years. That’s like someone, during the Revolutionary War, predicting things that would be happening in 2010. That’s how far the prophet is looking forward and prophesying the return from exile and the restoration of Israel. But his words speak even further into the future than that.
I hope you are still with me, we are going to get very practical in two minutes, but let me speak theologically for just a moment. There are prophesies in the Bible and some of them are your regular prophesies that are fulfilled one time, but then there is a unique category of prophesy that have a dual fulfillment. It is almost like prophets have a double vision and they see a fulfillment, but then there is a fulfillment beyond that. So what happens is there is a historical and partial fulfillment in the event of circumstances of that prophesy, but then there is a spiritual and complete fulfillment of that. This is one of the prime examples of a dual fulfillment in Scripture because Isaiah is speaking about the return from exile, but he is speaking further than that. He is prophesying 700 years and looking forward to the Messiah who would be the fulfillment of this prophesy.

The reason why some of you recognize these verses is because when Jesus began his ministry, his very first sermon in Nazareth, He opened the scroll to these very words that we just read, then He quoted them and then He said, ‘This prophesy is fulfilled right here and right now in Me.”  In other words, the prophet Isaiah was looking forward to Me. I am the Messiah. I am the fulfillment. This is profound to me. I’m thinking to myself, someone asked me this week what was the first sermon I ever preached at National Community Church. I don’t know how it came up. For some reason, what I remember is that I was up until about 2:30 or 3:00 on Sunday morning because I was nervous and excited. There were 19 people there that weekend and I thought if it was a really good message, we had a good shot at keeping half of them around! So it was years ago, a study was done of 50 people over the age of 100 were asked the question – if you had to live your life over again, what would you do differently?  That’s a great question to ask someone who has lived over 100 years. The study was really interesting. It found three themes that emerged. They said they would risk more, reflect more and do more things that live on after they die. So I did a three part series. The first one was Risk More, then Reflect More and then Do More Things That Live On After You Die. That was the first sermon series at National Community Church. I remember I really labored over it.
So put yourself in Jesus’ sandals. This is his first sermon in his home church, his home synagogue. We don’t think about this, we assume so much, but He had the whole Old Testament to choose from. He could have preached on anything. He could have taken one of the Psalms, or David and Goliath, or a story from Genesis or maybe one of the miracles that Elijah did, or He could have preached about Moses and the burning bush or the exodus from Israel. He could have chosen anything from the Old Testament but He chooses Isaiah 61! Why? I’ll tell you why I think, because it captures the heart of who Jesus was and what Jesus was all about. He was all about setting captives free and binding up the broken-hearted and taking those who were mourning and turning it into joy, and setting prisoners free. He was all about proclaiming the favor of God.

By the way, I don’t want to read too much into this but He quotes Isaiah 61 and do you know where He ends? In the middle of a sentence! He doesn’t even get to the day of vengeance. He cuts out after the year of our Lord’s favor.  

Listen, that is who Jesus was and that is what we need to be about. 
This week, I had the privilege of attending a benefit for International Justice Mission and I bumped into a lot of NCCers there. Many of you know the founder, Gary Hougen, he spoke at NCC in August and has become a friend of ours. I love IJM, they are all about giving a voice to the voiceless and pursuing justice in places where there isn’t justice and, in a sense, setting captives free. Gary told two stories that night. I’ll give you the short version. He told two stories about two captives that had been set free by the work of IJM. One of them was about a man, middle-aged, has a family, children, and he was born on and his entire life was spent on a rice compound in India as a slave. His family was enslaved. Then Gary told the story of a 13-year-old girl whose parents had died and somehow she ended up in a brothel in the Philippines. Both of them in very dark circumstances; both of them captives, and through long efforts by IJM, thousands of hours of lawyer work, investigative work, not giving up but pursuing justice, the day came that the man in India was set free and his master was put in prison and the girl in the Philippines was rescued and is back in school. I will not forget the pictures that they showed. They say a picture is worth a thousand words. It was worth far more than that to see the picture of someone who had been enslaved and then seeing that person set free. Listen, it was the face of Isaiah 61. It was a picture of this very passage that we read. 
I think some of us hear about that and we are like, good for IJM. We are glad there is an organization like that that does that. But we don’t really assume personal responsibility for it. Most of it aren’t in a place where we are rescuing captives like that, but dare I suggest that that is the heartbeat of God. That is what Christ came to do. Don’t get me wrong, I believe the first thing He came to do was set us free spiritually. And that happens the moment we confess with our mouths that Jesus is Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the dead. And the very first thing that God does is He sets us free from our sins, our spiritual captivity, we are set free and we become children of God. But I think for a lot of us, it seems to stop there, and what I’m suggesting is that is has to go further than that. This can’t just be something we talk about, this has to be something we do something about. 

If you’ve been around NCC for any length of time, you know that one of the things we talk about often is the fact that Christianity is not a noun, it is a verb. At the end of the day, no one is going to hear God say, ‘Well thought, good and faithful servant’ or ‘well read, good and faithful servant.’  He is going to say, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant.’ So our job is to take these words and this spirit and figure out how to make it find flesh. We are the hands and feet of Christ, so how do we take this and actually do something about it. I think this is what we are about at NCC, so let me talk about a couple of ways we’ve tried to put this into practice. 

I think this weekend was a great example. Second Saturday Serves. We are going into some dark places, some places where there is not a whole lot of hope and we are loving and serving and making a difference. So I think it is appropriate on this weekend that we are talking about this. But let me talk specifically about a couple of things that I think all of us can be part of. I love this. You got one last week, it is our Christmas catalogue. I hope you’ve had a chance to flip through it. The genesis of this was a couple of years ago, we came up with this idea. All of us get so many Christmas catalogues and the truth is, they are all about fostering our greed to want more for ourselves. And it is very easy for Christmas to become a very self-centered thing, but that is not the spirit of Christmas, is it? Even historically, there was a guy named Saint Nicholas who was a bishop who had the gift of generosity and he blessed people and that legend became the legend that we turned into what really isn’t a true reflection of what that was all about. Don’t get me wrong, I hope you get for Christmas what you want, but I just wonder if there is a way to make this season more meaningful. And I wonder if just giving a gift to someone who is not a family member or maybe even to someone you don’t know, maybe someone that actually doesn’t just want something but who needs something. I’ve spent this week, Lora and I, flipping through this magazine. You will find incredible stories. You will find seven issues that we are taking on at National Community Church. Things like peace building and rehabilitation and things like trafficking and housing and economic empowerment, HIV AIDS and child advocacy. Isn’t this what Isaiah 61 is talking about? You may be thinking, how do I bind up the broken-hearted? How am I the hands and feet of Christ? Well, I flip through this and I see the picture of Cory, who is an NCCer who, after a trip to Thailand, working with the ministry to those who were in the sex trade, felt like God was calling her to go back and live there and reach out to them. I look at that picture and it seems to me like that’s a way that we could be involved. 
I think about one of the miracles that happened this year. We raised $15,000 like that to open an orphanage in the Congo and we are going to go there this summer and take a trip and we are going to meet the kids who now live in housing because of your generosity. We are going to love on them and we are going to continue blessing them. I look at these issues and I think this is a very practical way for us to give expression to the spirit of Isaiah 61. I believe that is what God is calling us to.

At the end of this catalogue, you will find opportunities to make a tangible difference. I love this, everything from a goat to bricks to fruit trees to Spanish Bibles, soccer jerseys, water, water, safe water, meals, school supplies, medical supplies. The opportunities that we have to make a tangible difference. One of the most meaningful traditions for our family in the last two years has become praying through this Christmas catalogue and saying, ‘God, how much do You want us to give and what do You want us to invest in?’  It has redeemed Christmas in a way I can’t even put into words. So I would encourage each of you to prayerfully read through this Christmas catalogue. It is Isaiah 61 in catalogue form, and let’s make a difference.
Now let me talk briefly about one unique thing. I don’t think you are ever too young to begin to serve or do missions or worship God or make a difference. You wouldn’t know this probably, unless you have kids, but our Children’s Ministry, and I am so grateful as a parent for our Kids Ministry, for Crosswalk Kids, one of the things we are doing this Christmas is we want our kids, the youngest of our kids, to really get a heart for those who are in need. So we are doing something called Change for Change. I’ve got to tell you the story behind this. Some of you know it, but an NCCer, Adam Taylor, went to Ethiopia on a missions trip in 2009, and while he was on that trip he met a boy named Lily who showed him his home. His home consisted of a drainage sewer in the median of a busy road in Addis, the capital of Ethiopia. And in that moment, God touched Adam’s heart in a way that he knew he needed to go back and reach out to the hundreds of street kids who didn’t have a home, let alone education or mentoring or love for that matter. Adam would be the first one to say this, if you met him five years ago, you would think that he would have been the least likely candidate to be an overseas missionary. He was living in Philadelphia, and as Adam described it, he was living the young, professional party life. He was far away from God. He moved to Washington D.C. and somehow found National Community Church and started attending and went to an Alpha and began to change his heart and change his life and then got involved in a men’s small group and then started going on missions trips. Of course it was on this trip that God touched his heart and called him back, and Adam gave up a six-figure salary to move back to Ethiopia and to begin making a difference in these kids’ lives.  

So, here’s the deal, our kids are giving all of their change to help these kids. Is there anything closer to the heart of God than that? Making a tangible difference because of what God has done in our lives.
I want to give you a sneak peak. You probably noticed some of the codes, for iphone users you are more familiar with them, the little code thing in here. That is not a misprint, it is a QR code. If you just scan over it, a video pops up. So we are going to take just a moment, I want you to see a picture of what God is doing in Ethiopia.
This past year, we gave, you gave $12,000 to Change for Change and I believe that God is going to use the smallest among us, our kids, to really make a difference. The bottom line is this, this is some of the hardest stuff to communicate, but I pray that our hearts would break for the things that break the heart of God. That’s what Isaiah 61 is all about and I think it is appropriate during the Christmas season that we understand that.

In the time we have remaining and we’ll close with one more thought in this passage. I love it, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God. This is such a beautiful promise. I love the word ‘favor.’ Do you like the word ‘favor’? It is one of my favorite words. If you said, ‘Pastor Mark, what do you pray for more than anything else?’ I would probably say that it is favor.  One simple reason is that I long ago, when our first child was born, took Luke 2:52 where it talks about Jesus and it says He grew in wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and with man, and I turned that into a promise and into a prayer. Thousands of times, I have prayed that blessing over my children. I have prayed so many times that they would grow in wisdom and in stature, God is really answering that one in Parker’s life right now, the stature one, and in favor with God and with man. The favor piece is the key thing. The favor of God is what God can do for you that you cannot do for yourself. I want you to know this weekend that there is nothing that God wants to do more than favor you. He wants to favor you. He wants to take you places and He wants to help you do things and He wants to help you meet people that you never imagined, but it is about us putting ourselves in a place where God can favor us. I tell you what, when you begin to experience the favor of God, I’ve experienced it on so many different levels and I almost hesitate sharing this because this is probably like more of a selfish example, but I shook Bret Favre’s hand two weeks ago! I’ve got to admit, when he walked in, I spoke at the Vikings chapel when they were in town playing the Redskins and I’ve been a Favre fan since he came in the league and I have two, not one, two Favre jerseys, and when he walked in, it was like a deer in the headlights. I was so nervous, I didn’t even know what I was going to say, but I got up, and those of you who trash football, I thought it was awesome that he was at chapel and he is at a point in his life where he needs chapel. In a million years, I never would have thought that I would be in a place where I would be talking to about 35 very large men, the new coach was sitting right there, and Bret didn’t take his eyes off me for 20 minutes as I shared the gospel. And afterwards, I’m driving home thinking to myself, I can’t believe this! I didn’t get to sleep until after 2:00 a.m. because my adrenaline was pumping. But you know what? I think in the big ways, and even in the little ways, the favor of God will take you places that you can’t go. You will do things you can’t do and you will meet people you have no business meeting, but as the favor of God begins to work its way in your life and as you begin to position yourself, here’s what I would believe, I don’t want to take this out of context and say it is a personal promise for you for 2011, but I also believe, and here’s the trick, you should expect the favor of God, but you better not take it for granted. In other words, God wants to favor you and you’ve got to have the faith to believe that He is going to do that.  At the same time, the moment you take it for granted, it begins to go away. See, if you begin to take credit for the things that God is doing in your life, guess what? God stops doing it. But if in humility, you position yourself in a way that allows God to use you and you continue to give Him the glory and give Him the credit for the things that He is doing, then you will begin to experience more and more of the favor of God in your life.
Here’s what I believe for each and every one of us. We are only a few weeks away from a new year. I believe that God wants to pour out his favor on National Community Church, and I believe that God wants to pour out his favor on your life. God wants to single you out in a way that says watch this! Watch the way, as my servant lives in humility and walks in obedience, you watch the way that I am going to favor you. I believe that for you. What does that look like? Well, let’s close with verse 7

 7 Instead of your shame 
   you will receive a double portion, 
and instead of disgrace 
   you will rejoice in your inheritance. 
And so you will inherit a double portion in your land, 
   and everlasting joy will be yours. 

Let’s pray together.
Father, thank You for your goodness and for your grace that fills our hearts with joy. Lord it is not because of anything we deserve, but it is because of your amazing grace that we have an everlasting joy, a joy unspeakable, a joy that can’t be put into words, a joy that the world didn’t give and the world can’t take it away. God I pray that that joy would be our inheritance. I pray that every one of us, no matter how difficult the circumstances are that we are in, I pray that the joy of the Lord would be our strength and I pray that we would stake claim to that inheritance that belongs to us as children of God. Lord we settle for nothing less than that joy that only You can give, and right now, we receive it, not ignoring our circumstances, not in a way that minimizes any kind of pain or loss that we’ve experienced, but a joy that comprehends more on a daily basis of what You have accomplished for us on the cross, and for that we are joyful and we give You thanks, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
