December 26, 2010

God's 2nd Greatest Gift

SERMON:    

Yesterday we celebrated Christmas. What is Christmas really all about?

Christmas is the time we reflect on God's greatest gift to mankind and to each of us personally. At Christmas time God gives us the gift of Jesus Christ and all that comes along with receiving Him into our lives.

If Christmas is God's greatest gift to us, what is His 2nd greatest gift? 

Before I get into answering today's question I want for us to stop and ask ourselves - What are these things that we receive as we accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior? 

We receive forgiveness of our sins which is important. Sin is the barrier that stands between us and a relationship with God. In forgiving our sins, Jesus removes that barrier so we can be renewed in a right relationship with God. 

In being in a right relationship with God comes the promise of a new life here and now and the hope of eternal life when we leave this earth. 

We receive a new heart. With a new heart we are able to love those who we could not love with our present selfish heart. 

Jesus brings us purpose to our lives. With Jesus as our focus we find we can follow Him to discover what life is really all about. With that purpose we also get direction and strength so that as our purpose for our lives unfolds we will be able to follow the path laid out for each of us.

Another thing we get is being a part of community. The church is meant to be a community of people who live life together with the common goal of learning more about God and His purpose for each of our lives and then challenging and encouraging each other to go out and live that life. In community we find others who will share our joys and our sorrows as we live life together.

As we strive to grow in our relationship with God and with others we are equipped with spiritual gifts that are special gifts given to us so that we can help the church live life together in community. 

Along with spiritual gifts we receive spiritual fruit. Paul writes about these in his letter to the Galatians. 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. (Galatians 5:22-23a - NIV)

Those are just some of the gifts that God gives to us and among those is found the answer to today's question.

Joy is God's 2nd greatest gift.

Joy is one of the prominent themes of Christmas. Most of our hymns and Christmas carols focus on the theme of joy and merriment. 

O come all ye faithful, joyful and triumphant.

Joy to the world, the Lord is come.

Have yourself a merry little Christmas let your heart be light. From now on your troubles will be out of sight.

Even our greeting to one another is a joyful greeting of Merry Christmas.

The word "joy" appears 242 times in the NIV version of the Bible. But it is not because of the number of times that it appears that makes it what I believe to be God's 2nd greatest gift. It is the context in which we find the word "joy" used in the Bible that shows its greatness.


Too often we think of joy as something that goes hand in hand with happiness, but joy is equally at home with sorrow. Happiness is due to external events in our lives but joy springs up from within us. 

I would like to share a few verses about joy with you this morning.

 8 “Oh, that I might have my request, that God would grant what I hope for, 9 that God would be willing to crush me, to let loose his hand and cut off my life! 10 Then I would still have this consolation - my joy in unrelenting pain - that I had not denied the words of the Holy One.  (Job 6:8-10 - NIV)

Job was in the depths of his despair when he uttered these words. He had nothing to be happy about. He lost his wealth, his crops, his herd, his children and his health. If ever a man was to be sad, it would be Job at this time of his life. Yet he had joy in his sadness. 

Job understood the truth expressed in these words from the Psalms:

You turned my wailing into dancing; you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy (Psalm 30:11 - NIV)

Job understood this as did the Psalmist because they had an eternal viewpoint to focus on. They understood that this life is not all there is and that there is a greater life to come. Remember what came to us with the gift of Jesus in our lives - the gift of eternal life, a life free from war and disease and stress and death. A life where all will truly live fully and in freedom. 

But that is just one instance of joy during sorry. What about joy during fear? In the Easter story we know that the women went to the tomb and found it empty. They were filled with fear and despair thinking that someone had come and stolen the body during the night. They wanted to pay this last tribute of anointing the body but now were unable to do so. As they stood there crying an angel spoke to them telling them that Jesus had risen from the dead. Here is how Matthew records it for us:

8 So the women hurried away from the tomb, afraid yet filled with joy, and ran to tell his disciples. 9 Suddenly Jesus met them. “Greetings,” he said. They came to him, clasped his feet and worshiped him. 10 Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid. Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me.”  (Matthew 28:8-10 - NIV)

As Jesus time on earth neared the end He wanted to give His disciples words of hope and comfort. I love the promise that Jesus gives us in the Gospel of John:

20 Very truly I tell you, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. 21 A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. 22 So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy.  (John 16:20-22 - NIV)

Being a man I cannot speak on the pain and joy of childbirth, but I have heard of it from my wife. Being I am the oldest of three children I can assume that the joy must have outweighed the pain for my mom.

What Jesus is trying to tell us is that there is grief and sorrow but they are temporary. There will be pain and suffering in life but they will be temporary. Joy comes from knowing that the sun rises after a stormy night and that peace follows war and that comfort follows suffering. 

Too often we laugh at the Pollyannas of this world but maybe they may just actually get it when we don't. If we look to the Bible we will find a man who many consider to be the king of all of the Pollyannas, the apostle Paul. 

I have always thought that the apostle Paul was the ambassador of joy. He knew happiness and he knew sorrow. He was beaten and stoned and shipwrecked but also knew the joy of close friends and partners in ministry. During his life he knew about hunger and being homeless and thirsty yet through it all he found joy. 

The famous Bible commentator Warren Wiersbe wrote a series of commentaries each of which starts with the word "be". For the book of Philippians his commentary is titled - Be Joyful. In his commentary he explores why Paul is so filled with joy. 

Let me share a story from Warren Wiersbe's commentary on Philippians chapter 4:

The trouble with him is that he’s a thermometer and not a thermostat!” 

This statement by one of his deacons aroused the pastor’s curiosity. They were discussing possible board members, and Jim’s name had come up. 

“Pastor, it’s like this,” the deacon explained. “A thermometer doesn’t change anything around it—it just registers the temperature. It’s always going up and down. But a thermostat regulates the surroundings and changes them when they need to be changed. Jim is a thermometer—he lacks the power to change things. Instead, they change him!” 

The Apostle Paul was a thermostat. Instead of having spiritual ups and downs as the situation changed, he went right on, steadily doing his work and serving Christ. His personal references at the close of this letter indicate that he was not the victim of circumstances but the victor over circumstances: “I can accept all things”; “I can do all things”; “I have all things.”

That brings me to our second point today:

joy is joined with contentment.

Here is a quote from Paul's letter to the Philippians that Warren Wiersbe was referring to:

4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

 8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you. 

 10 I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your concern for me. Indeed, you were concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it. 11 I am not saying this because I am in need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 12 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. 13 I can do all this through him who gives me strength. (Philippians 4:4-13 - NIV)

Paul writes that he has learned how to be content and because he is content he is filled with joy. Being content is not something that comes natural to us. Paul wrote that he learned to be content. If Paul learned to be content so can we. And if contentment led to joy in Paul's life it can for us as well. 

How did Paul learn to find contentment in His life? In this chapter we just looked at we find the reason for Paul's joy and contentment.

First he mentions that he is content because he understands that all things come from God. When we think of all things coming from God we tend to think of the good things. Whether we want to admit it or not, all things come from God. God causes a storm to strike the good and the evil people in an area just as much as he sends spring rains to nourish the crops of the Godly and the ungodly people. James and Peter both write about the topic of trials building character and peace and patience into our lives. That doesn't mean that every bad thing that happens to you in life comes from God, but sometimes He may allow things to happen because He has a plan and purpose for your life and needs to challenge you to grow before you can be ready to fulfill that plan and purpose. 

As a parent I sometimes had to teach my children a hard lesson by letting them take the consequences for their actions and at other times it was wise to step in and protect them. They didn't understand the whys of my action anymore than we can understand why God sometimes steps in and at other times seems to ignore us. Sometimes we need to have faith in God that He does see all things and know all things and for His reasons which we may not understand He allows all things to happen. 

Another thing that Paul notices is that God is all powerful. This is a sticking point for many people. If God is all powerful then why does He allow harm to come to me? Why does He allow good things to happen to bad people and bad things happen to good people? Why did the poor performer in the other cubicle get a raise and promotion and industrious me got a demotion?

To tell the truth, I don't have the answers. I can make up something that sounds good but in the end I don't know why God does what He does when He does it. And that is a good thing. I love the movie Bruce Almighty where God lets Bruce have all his powers to see what it is like to be God. Bruce always blamed God for everything that went wrong but after having a taste of the powers and responsibility for a few days he was more than ready to give them back to God. 

In one scene Bruce is falling behind on answering prayers so he creates a database to handle them and with one click he says "yes to all." The ensuing chaos is incredible as everyone wins the lottery at the same time finding that they got less than what they paid for a ticket even though it was a winner. 

Would I like for God to give me a winning lotto ticket? Of course I would and I even assure Him that I only want to win so I can show the world that I can do good with the money instead of running through it and ending up on welfare like many who have won big in the past. Why won't God say yes to me? I have a plan and purpose for winning and because I know God I am sure I won't let the money control me. Or will it? Who knows me better than God? If it is in His power to give me the winning ticket it also is in His power to prevent me from getting the winning ticket. He sees what will happen but I can only say what I want to happen. 

God wants me to have faith in Him and not question everything that He does or doesn't do in my life or in the lives of people around me. One lesson which Paul learned and that many of us know in our heads but don't take to heart is to let God be God because He is God and I am not. 

The third thing that Paul learned about joy and contentment is this - he could rely on God's promises. One of God's biggest promises is to meet our every need. God has not promised to supply all our “greeds.” When the child of God is in the will of God, serving for the glory of God, then he will have every need met. Hudson Taylor often said, “When God’s work is done in God’s way for God’s glory, it will not lack for God’s supply.”

Let me share this story I heard about a struggling church.

A young pastor came to a church that had been accustomed to raising its annual budget by means of suppers, bazaars, and the like. He told his officers he could not agree with their program. “Let’s pray and ask God to meet every need,” he suggested. “At the end of the month, pay all the bills and leave my salary till the last. If there isn’t enough money for my salary, then I’m the one who suffers, and not the church. But I don’t think anybody is going to suffer!” The officers were sure that both the pastor and the church would die, but such was not the case. Each month every bill was paid, and at the end of the year there was a surplus in the treasury for the first time in many years.


That is the story of a pastor who understood what Paul was saying about contentment. Instead of worrying about what they didn't have he trusted in God to provide for what they needed and God came through. God provided the adequate resources that the church needed in order to operate. God didn't provide for a new car for the pastor and an addition to the church but He saw that the money was there to pay the bills. 

Too often we let our joy and contentment be stolen away because we don't know the difference between adequate which is what we need and abundance which is what we want. We want it all but we don't need it all. 

APPLICATION:

We spent time this morning talking about joy and contentment. Does God want us to be joyful, happy, content people? I believe He does.

One of the things that happens to me when I get overjoyed is I get silly. Does being silly offend God? I like to believe that God has a sense of humor and I believe that because we have a sense of humor and we are made in His image.

The early Jewish leaders seemed to understand that God had a sense of humor. The classic Jewish writings - the Talmud, the Zohar and the Hasidic stories - all include this humorous proverb - if a man calls you an ass, ignore it. If two or three call you an ass, start looking for a saddle.

Nature shows us God's sense of humor. Look the bumblebee. Scientists and engineers marvel at the bumblebee because there is no way it should fly. Yet it does. Maybe someone forgot to tell the bumblebee it can't fly. Or maybe it flies because God loves it and in its joy it takes flight.

My favorite animal is the duck billed platypus. Talk about a joke. I don't know if its design was the product of a committee or if God allowed Adam a hand at creating instead of just naming the animals. We know that God created the platypus just as he did the lion and the cow and the eagle. But comparing the platypus to those other animals I think shows us that God had a sense of humor. 

King David was so happy that the Ark of the Covenant was being returned to Israel that he stripped down and danced for joy in the streets. 

And the resurrection is God's biggest practical joke on the devil. Just when the devil thought he finally had the upper hand, Jesus pops out of the grave, taps him on the shoulder and says - "Guess who?"

Maybe it didn't happen quite like that. But I can imagine Jesus having a little fun like that. We need to stop looking at Jesus as if He is the stern, solemn looking fellow with his heart out on top of his robes and look at Him as He truly was - fully God yet fully man. 

As a man Jesus knew our sorrows and our joy. He wasn't sitting there in the corner at the wedding feast of Cana, He was out there on the floor dancing and sharing stories around the table with everyone else. If you were there you wouldn't see the solemn Jesus we are so used to seeing you would have seen a man enjoying life as He rears back His head in laughter instead of constantly bowing it in prayer.

We need to have a full grasp of Jesus as fully man as well as fully God to understand how He wants us to live. This especially goes for us at church. I think that as a church we do a good job recognizing that joy and happiness and yes even a little silliness are part of being in this community we call church. We are serious when we need to be but we also know how to have fun and find the joy in life. 

I really feel sorry for those churches where people enter in looking as if they are headed into the dentist for a root canal instead of a time together in the presence of God spend in worship and fellowship and sitting at the Lord's feet as they hear His Word taught on a Sunday morning. And I think it makes God smile to see His people laugh and smile as they join together in His presence much like any father enjoys the smiles and laughter of his children around him. 

We are all children of God and that means it is okay at times to be like children. Jesus said to let the children come to Him and He also taught that we must be like little children if we want to enter into heaven.

I realized why I am excited about having a grandchild and why they bring so much joy.  As we get older we get more cynical, more disgusted with the world, we have seen more newscasts of terrorism, murder and injustice.  We become downtrodden and feel like we are losing the battle. 

But looking at life through the eyes of a baby or a child - brings the world that I think God wanted us to see back into focus.  They do find the joy in little things - like discovering their fingers or noticing bright lights.  They giggle and laugh right from their toes - who can resist a baby's laugh?  Why do we act like idiots just to get a baby to smile - and why do we get so angry when someone says that their smile indicates gas and not joy?

Babies can't reason themselves out of joy - they just feel it and enjoy it.  They are unsure what is coming and do not know the ways of the world - but they trust their parents to provide and so they rest in that thought.  Pretty simple concept and we need babies to remind us of it.

Let us live out good qualities of children - laughter and wonder and awe and silliness - that will allow us to live as joy filled, content adults.
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