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Welcome! It is a joy to have you here at National Community Church as we continue our Thrill of Hope series. Before we jump in, let me mention just a couple of things. First of all, Lora and I have a little Christmas gift for you this weekend, so on the way out, you will get a copy of the sequel to The Circle Maker, it is titled Draw the Circle, the 40 Day Prayer Challenge. In one sense, I’m not going to say it is easy to write a book, but this was probably the easiest one I’ve ever written because I have heard so many stories and testimonies of answered prayer and this book is sharing some of those stories. It is stewarding some of the things God has been doing around here at National Community Church as well as other places around the country. The book releases on Tuesday so you are getting black market copies! Do not sell them!  Let me just say, I think this would be an appropriate moment, I can’t believe I get to do what I do. I absolutely love serving as your pastor. It is a joy and a privilege. I hope the book is a blessing to you.

Let me also mention that at the connection table, this is cool, the teen version of The Circle Maker, which I co-authored with my son Parker, releases on Tuesday also, as well as some prayer journals that I think are pretty cool. If you need a stocking stuffer, you can pick up one of those.

Then, finally, huge props to our worship team! We are so blessed, not with just incredible talent but hearts for God. Our newest album, More Than Conquerors, just released. It is a $5 donation. I have already bought a boatload! This is a great gift. I’ve got it on repeat on my CD player. I love it. You can also get a few freebee downloads at www.714music.com
Alright, I think the Christmas infomercial is over!

Turn over to Matthew 2 and we’ll get there in just a moment. You can follow along in your Bible or on the screen. Let’s dive in.

Matthew 2

After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem
Now let me unpack this. The word ‘Magi’ is a Mesopotamian word that is tough to interpret so we don’t know exactly who these Magi were but there are a couple of theories, possibly ancient kings or maybe scholars or even astrologers, just given the circumstance in following the star. But some believe that the Magi were monotheistic priests from the Mesopotamian Basin. But one thing is sure, these are individuals who are seeking a Messiah and willing to travel a long distance to find Him.
Early church tradition believed that there were 12 Magi. Later church tradition suggests that there were three because there were three gifts, and they even gave them names, Melchor, Balthesar and Casper, not to be confused with the friendly ghost!  We don’t know whether it was the Near East or the Far East but it was an incredible journey especially considering the fact that the average did not travel more than outside a 30-mile radius of their birthplace in the 1st Century BC. The best bet is Babylon. If they traveled by the main trade route, this was an 800-mile journey. That doesn’t seem like much to us, but the caravan probably would have covered 20 miles a day and so at the very least, we are talking about a 40-day pilgrimage through desert and mountains and some pretty treacherous terrain.  And it is possible it took much longer than that given the information that shared with Herod that they had first seen the star two years before this.

I don’t think that any of this is insignificant. Stop and think about this. Bethlehem was less than five miles south of Jerusalem. That means that the Jewish religious leaders, they wouldn’t even go five miles out of their way to see if this rumored Messiah was true. Yet you have these Magi, whoever they were, go on a major pilgrimage. To say that they went out of their way would be a gross understatement.  

Here is my concern, I’m afraid that many of us will only follow Christ to the point of inconvenience but no further. I would suggest that if that is the case, you haven’t even started following Him at all. I think it is only when you are willing to go out of your way, when you are willing to go wherever, whenever, when you fully surrender your life to Christ where you are willing to follow in his footsteps wherever they may lead, only when you pass the inconvenience test, I think that is the point at which you can truly consider yourself a follower of Christ. And one thing is certain, the Magi passed that test. 
Magi from the east came to Jerusalem 2 and asked, “Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star when it rose and have come to worship him.”
3 When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. 

This is where the plot thickens.  We read this story and we think of Jesus as the main character, right?  But if you could go back 2,000 years, I’m not sure that’s originally how it was written.  If you are an armchair historian in the 1st Century BC and you are betting on who will have the greatest influence on history or maybe who will be remembered the longest, you are going to bet on Herod against Jesus every time, because it is no contest, Jesus is perceived as the illegitimate son of a Jewish couple who live on the wrong side of the tracks. Herod is this Roman ruler who reigned over a region called Judea for three decades. In fact, he ruled for so long that he was known as the king of the Jews.  That’s why this question was so disturbing to him.  He is thinking to himself, ‘What do you mean, where is the king of the Jews? I’m right here!’  It didn’t make sense to him. The historical consensus is that Herod was ruthless. He killed his wife and three children just to protect his throne because of his insecurities. Shortly after the Magi revealed about a baby who will be the king of the Jews, he commits one of the most heinous crimes against the village of Bethlehem, and this is the part of the story that I don’t think we give much thought to. He orders that all the boys under the age of two be killed.  Here’s what it says:
“A cry of anguish was heard in Ramah,
weeping and great mourning unrestrained.”

I wonder if, on a day like today, maybe we can identify with this a little bit more because of what happened on Friday in Newtown, Connecticut. It is hard to talk about. It is hard to watch the news coverage. Part of me asks why and we immediately go to analyzing instead of grieving and praying. There is no good explanation except one and I don’t know the first thing about the killer but all I know is that what happened on Friday was absolutely evil and it is a reminder that, not unlike what happened 2,000 years ago, we are born on a battlefield between good and evil, and every once in a while, evil will rear its ugly head in a way it cannot be denied. That’s when I think all we can do is really fall on our faces at the foot of the cross again and say, ‘Jesus, we need your help.’   I think what happened is so sad and so senseless, and I can’t help but think that that is how these parents of these little boys in Bethlehem felt. Can you imagine how they felt? An entire generation of little boys in one fell swoop killed by Herod and the lone survivor of that genocide was Jesus Himself. 
Here is what is the great irony of the Christmas story, three decades later, these families that all lost their little boys would find hope in the one little boy who survived and who went to the cross for them and who gave them the hope that one day, they could actually be reunited with the children they lost. Our hope is not here and now. Our hope is not in the circumstances that surround us. Our hope is found in the cross of Jesus Christ that gives us not just hope for this life, but even in the midst of the worst tragedy, a hope for life after death. 

In verse 7, its says
Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time the star had appeared. 8 He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”
9 After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it rose went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. 
Then in verse 10, it is so easy to read it but think about the journey they have just come on to finally arrive at this place.
10 When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 
This word ‘overjoyed’ is an incredibly unique word. It is actually a combination of four words in the Greek language. A literal translation would read: They rejoiced exceedingly with great joy. In other words, this is a rare joy that could not be contained. One possible translation would be, and again, these are probably pretty distinguished scholars and I don’t know what comes to mind for you but probably a little bit of starch in their collars. But they jumped for joy like little children.  This is the greatest discovery of their lives. They had finally found the Messiah. 

Can I remind us this weekend that true joy is found in one place and one place alone and that is in the atoning work of Jesus Christ on the cross.  You don’t have to change your circumstances. In fact, you can’t, but you can change your focus. And the Bible says fix your eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of your faith.  We have a little saying around here, ‘Don’t let what is wrong with you keep you from worshipping what is right with God.  I think worship is the way we take our focus off of ourselves and refocus on who God is and what He has done and what that means to us as a result. That is really what Christmas is all about. It is the gift that the Father has given to us by sending his Son.
You probably won’t get exactly what you want underneath the tree in a couple of weeks, but if you kneel at the foot of the cross, you will get a gift unlike any gift ever offered. It is the gift of salvation. It is the gift of sin forgiven. It is the gift of right relationship with your Creator. It is the gift of eternal life. And if you don’t get anything else, I think you can get what you need and what ultimately will bring you perfect joy.

I love the story about a little girl who was asked if she got what she wanted for Christmas and she thought about it for a second and said, ‘No, but then again, it’s not my birthday!’  Isn’t it amazing that as we celebrate the birth of Christ, He is the one that offers a gift to us? It is the gift of salvation.
Romans 10:9-10 says

If we confess with our mouths that Jesus is Lord and believe in our hearts that God raised Him from the dead, we shall be saved.

Back to Matthew 2, verse 11
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, frankincense and myrrh. 
I love this part of the story because these are interesting gifts. I don’t know if you’ve ever been on the receiving end or giving end of the perfectly chosen and perfectly timed gift, anybody?  It is an awesome moment! As a parent, that’s what you are hoping for and planning for on Christmas day. I remember one of those moments when Parker was about eight or nine years old and we got him a PlayStation along with a couple of PlayStation games, but we had him open the games first and here’s the catch, there was a little bit of parental strategy involved. At the time, he had a Nintendo, so he naturally thought that we had gotten him the wrong games, so when he opened those PlayStation games, the disappointment on his face was palpable. He was downcast. It was like the worst moment ever and we had to bite our lips. It was hard because in our family, the tradition is you go around the circle from youngest to oldest, so it was the longest five minutes of the year until we finally got back around to Parker and he opened up the next gift which was the actually PlayStation and his reaction was absolutely unforgettable! He did this leap across the room and gave us this huge hug and said, ‘That was ingenious!’  It was the greatest gift-giving moment! We nailed it!

To be perfectly honest, you read this story and it seems like the wise men bring the wrong gifts, doesn’t it? I mean, what kid wants myrrh for Christmas?  Give the kid an ancient Jewish action figure!  Moses with staffs or Esther with different outfits or something to play with! Promised Land Monopoly! Red Sea Wii! But gold, frankincense and myrrh?
I got an email a few years ago that was circulating titled the Three Wise Women. It said, do you know what would have happened if it had been three wise women instead of three wise men? They would have asked for directions, arrived on time, helped deliver the baby, clean the stable, made a casserole and brought practical gifts!  

What I love is that this ends up being the perfect gift, because what happens right after the wise men leave? Joseph is warned in a dream that they need to flee to Egypt. Now you tell me, how does a minimum wage carpenter who just paid a huge tax bill fund a trip to a foreign country? This is a bad circumstance! How about some high priced gifts that could be bartered, like gold, frankincense and myrrh?  To quote my son, it was ingenious! What a gift!

Now let me make my point. What I don’t want you to miss about the Christmas story, and where maybe we get practical. The wise men’s gifts were Mary and Joseph’s miracle. Isn’t that exactly what happened? I think we’ve got to connect the dots. I think part of the reason I love this story and maybe I’m keenly aware of what is happening is that one of the joys of my life is I get to serve a one of three trustees for a charitable trust, something I’ve been doing for the last seven or eight years. It’s a crazy circumstance how I landed in that capacity, but three or four times a year, we sit around and give grants to upstart ministries! In the funding document, we re-read it once a year because we want to be reminded and act as trustees in the spirit in which this trust was created. I love Article 10D. It says, ideally, each recipient would view these donations as a miracle.  We’ve heard so many stories from so many people that have been on the receiving end that it was just the right amount at the right time and what to us was maybe just a gift, to them it was a miracle.

Let me take this opportunity to say thank you again for those of you who have given a gift or made a pledge to our Dream Center. I’m so excited about what God is going to do and I’m grateful for every person who is a shareholder in that vision. It has been amazing to see people step up. Just two weeks ago, someone said, ‘God has put it on our hearts that we want to give 10 percent of the goal.’  That is unbelievable to step up and give that kind of gift but it is because they believe in the vision and what’s going to happen. Gifts and pledges now total $3,680, 626.56! That means that we are only $120,000 or 3 percent from a $3.8 million dollar goal! Let me say it again, this is not about a brick and mortar building. It is about the individual lives that will be touched by the love of Jesus as we reach out and are his hands and his feet especially to the children but to women who are caught in a lifestyle that they desperately need to be rescued out of and any other need that exists. That’s the miracle and we’ve got to connect the dots. When we invest in something like this, let’s be sure we understand exactly what we are doing. Our gift translates into someone else’s miracle as much as these wise men’s gifts translated into a miracle for Mary and Joseph and Jesus.

So thank you for giving your gold and frankincense and myrrh. 
Let me close with this. A few years ago, I got a Christmas card from a friend and on the outside it said: the results of your IQ tests are in. I opened up the card and it said: You are not one of the wise men!  That’s probably one of the funniest cards I’ve gotten but one of my favorites, and it is just so simple but so true and I love it. It is this: wise men still seek Him.  I love the way they bowed down to a baby. In fact, the word ‘bow’ there could mean to kiss. They bow as low as they can possibly go. 

I guess the question is – what are we bowing down too? All of us bow down to something, and at Christmas, I think it is a reminder that we need to bow down in one place and that is at the foot of the cross and at the seat of our Savior.  Wise men still seek Him. And just like the Magi who crossed deserts and mountains to seek the Messiah, I think Christmas is about going out of our way, doing everything humanly possible to seek God first. 

Blaze Pascal, a brilliant philosopher, I think 17th Century, I love his writing. He said this:

There are only two classes of people who can call themselves reasonable, those who serve God with all of their heart because they know Him; and those who seek God with all of their heart because they do not know Him.

I think those are the two options, seeking and serving. I don’t think we stop doing either one. 

Let’s pray,

Father, we come before You this weekend and we seek first the kingdom of God. Lord, we declare that You are on the throne of our lives and we bow only to You. Lord, I pray that this weekend, if there is anyone at any of our locations who has never bowed the knee to Jesus Christ, I pray that in this moment, right here, right now, they would confess with their mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in their hearts that You have been raised from the dead, and Lord in that moment, along with them, we celebrate with the angels in heaven because the gift of salvation has been unwrapped and received one more time. God we thank You for the gift that You have offered to us in your sinless Son and we profess our faith in Him alone, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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