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Matthew 2:1-12

When Pope Julius I authorized December 25 to be celebrated as the birthday of Jesus in A.D. 353, who would have ever thought that it would become what, it is today.

Why are we celebrating Christmas?  Isn’t it a pagan holiday?  

Roman culture already celebrated a holiday called Saturnalia celebrated between Dec 17-24.  Later the Romans began celebrating Sol Invictus associated with the winter solstice and observed on Dec 25.  When Rome instituted Christianity as the state religion the church converted Saturnalia and Sol Invictus to a Christian holiday as a way of providing a spiritually positive alternative to a pagan celebration.  In essence it was redeemed.  They were all distinct holidays.

Romans 14:5

One person regards one day above another, another regards every day alike.  Each person must be fully convinced in his own mind.

Nate Bargatze

When Professor Charles Follen lit candles on the first Christmas tree in America in 1832, who would have ever thought that the decorations would become as elaborate as they are today.

When the Magi brought forth gifts who would have ever thought that gifts would be the primary reason people celebrate Christmas today.

Magi were from East (Persia).  They were familiar with Daniel’s writings from the time he was ruler in Persia.  We call the Magi the wise men because they:

1. Read and believed God’s word
2. Sought Jesus

3. Recognized the worth of Christ

4. Worshipped Jesus

5. Obeyed God rather than man

The Magi presented Jesus with gold, frankincense and myrrh. These gifts were very prophetic for they spoke of our Lord's offices of King, Priest, and Savior.

Gold – King

This carries obvious significance. It's precious and worthy across all cultures and times. It's a gift fit for royalty. It says to the Christ child – You are the King.

Frankincense – Priest 
The name for this resin likely comes from incense of Franks since Frankish Crusaders reintroduced it to Europe. Although it is better known as “frankincense" to westerners the resin is also known as olibanum, which is derived from the Arabic al-lub ("the milk") a reference to the milky sap tapped from the Boswellia tree. Frankincense has been touted for its medicinal and soothing properties. Herbalists say it is calming, restorative, gently clarifying, and meditative. Frankincense oil is thought to have stimulating, toning, and warming properties. The ancient world used it for treating depression. We recognize the word incense in its name. Ancient people burned frankincense, believing it to carry their prayers to heaven. Its use as incense illustrates His role as our Priest.

Myrrh – Savior 
This is perhaps the most mysterious of the Gifts. It is a resin produced by a small, tough, scraggly tree that grows in semi-desert regions of North Africa and the Red Sea. Myrrh is an Arabic word for bitter, and it is considered a wound healer because of its strong antiseptic and anti-inflammatory properties. Calling it mo yao, the Chinese used it for centuries to treat wounds, bruises and bleeding and to relieve painful swelling.
The Egyptians made it famous in Biblical times, having acquired myrrh about the fifteenth century B.C. from Africa where cammiphora trees were abundant. It was used in incense, perfumes and holy ointments and also medicinally as recorded in the Ebers Papyrus. But its most notable use to them was that of an embalming material, used in Egyptian mummies. As an embalming ointment it signified that He was born to die for the world. In fact, myrrh was one of the burial spices of Jesus.

John 19:39

Nicodemus, who had first come to Him by night, also came, bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about a hundred pounds weight. 

It is a long time since 1832, longer still from 353, longer still from that dark night brightened by a special star in which Jesus the king was born. Yet, as we approach December 25 again, it gives us yet another opportunity to pause, and in the midst of all the excitement and elaborate decorations and expensive commercialization which surround Christmas today, to consider again the event of Christmas and the person whose birth we celebrate.

The Christmas message is that there is hope for a ruined humanity.  Hope of pardon, hope of peace with God, hope of glory because at the Father's will

Jesus Christ became poor and was born in a stable so that thirty years later He might hang on a cross on our behalf.

The real gift of Christmas:

1. The gift of forgiveness

This, my friends is our greatest need.

Not long before she died in 1988, in a moment of surprising candor on television, Marghanita Laski, one of our best-known secular humanists and novelists, said,

What I envy most about you Christians is your forgiveness; I have nobody to forgive me.
Acts 13:38

Therefore let it be known to you, brethren, that through Him forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you...

Ephesians 1:7

In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace.

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 us a scientist.

If our greatest need had been money, God would have sent us an economist.

If our greatest need had been pleasure, God would have sent us an entertainer.

But our greatest need was forgiveness, so God sent us a Savior.

Because Jesus was born in the manger we can be forgiven and free.

2. The gift of love

John 3:16

For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life.
In a debate with the atheist Christopher Hitchens, William Lane Craig noted how Christ's arrival on earth occurred at the perfect time. 

William Lane Craig 

Human beings have existed for thousands of years on this planet before Christ's coming. But what's really crucial here is not the time involved; rather, it's the population of the world. The Population Reference Bureau estimates that the number of people who have ever lived on this planet is about 105 billion people. Only two percent of them were born prior to the advent of Christ. Erik Kreps of the Survey Research Center of the University of Michigan's Institute for Social Research says, "God's timing couldn't have been more perfect. Christ showed up just before the exponential explosion in the world's population."

Galatians 4:4

But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law,
When Christ came:

· The nation of Israel had been prepared. 

· The Roman peace dominated the Mediterranean world.

· It was an age of literacy and learning. 

The stage was set for the advent of God's Son into the world. And I think in God's providential plan for human history, we see the wisdom of God in orchestrating the development of human life and then in bringing Christ into the world in the fullness of time.

The message of Christmas is God loves you.  Sin has separated you from Him but He loves you so much He sent His son to die for us.  

God’s justice and His mercy meet at the cross.

How can we honor God this Christmas?

1. We can focus on what we have instead of what we don't have.

With all the gifts we can easily focus on what we don't have instead of the treasures we do have.

Christmas becomes what we want and giving instead of what we already have.

Flying back home we walked past the business class seats and Elyse stopped and said I want one of those and began to cry when we had to walk past. We could have focused on what we didn't have. I was offered an upgrade but didn't take it so we can be together as a family. Better to be together than separated.

What do we have?

· A loving God

· An awesome church

· A loving family

· Work that provides for our needs

· Health so we can run around

· Good friends

· A purpose in Christ

If none of these things, we have life.

2. We can serve others instead of ourselves.

Philippians 2:3-8

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.  Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.

Just like Jesus came not to be served but to serve and give His life a ransom for many.

This Christmas let’s do something for others instead of just for us. Let’s model Christ who became nothing so that we could become everything.

God became man to bring us out of our humanity into His glory. He became just like us (Immanuel) that we might be more like Him.

He loved us too much to let us suffer and suffered on our behalf.

This Christmas let’s focus on what we have and serve others.  Merry Christmas!
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