November 27 & 28, 2004

Matthew 1:18-25

Christmas in the “Real World” series

“Surviving the Most Wonderful Time of the Year”

     (Start by Singing: It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year: Get through …It’s the hap, happiest season of all, the all comes down like the air out of a bag pipe) Wait a minute, wait a minute…who are we kidding? Yeah, we Christians know that Christmas is so much more than all this holiday stuff. But, in the real world, this Christmas thing is dangerous. A recent survey of more than 1500 people showed that Christmas comes second only to financial problems at the top of everyone’s stress and worry list. 
     (Wistfully) Ahhh…Christmas. Makes me long for the year that I put together April’s play kitchen set till 2 A.M. I Remember it well (that honey)…only 172 pieces, 42 pages of instructions, just 5 tools needed to assemble. I’ll never forget the bill I got from Sears, Gayle and I had charged it at Sears and in January I sat down wrote the check out to Sears, signed it then cut it into 172 pieces and mailed it to them with the following note, “Some Assembly Required.” 

     (Wistfully) The holidays, time spent with friends and family. We just got back Friday from Thanksgiving with the in-laws at Jay’s apartment in Indianapolis. It reminds me of a statement in a book called, "It Takes a Village Idiot," the author, Jim Mullen says...
“I have long held the theory that the pilgrims were so happy on Thanksgiving because they didn’t have to go back to England and spend time with their relatives.” And all God’s people said, “AMEN!!”

     Family life has sure changed over recent decades. It wasn’t all that long ago that TV showed families like the Cleavers, the Waltons, and even the Ingalls of Little House on the Prairie. Those were fairly normal families for their time periods, and perhaps many viewers looked upon them as models of perfection. During the sixties and seventies we saw TV families like the Brady Bunch, the Partridge Family and Eight is Enough and All in the Family. Families where the kids had more freedoms, blended families and families with one parent.
     The eighties TV families attempted to stay together while tackling tough issues like teen sexuality and drug use. Family Ties and the Cosby Show led the way. Then came the nineties with TV families like Roseanne and the Simpsons and today we have the families depicted on Once and Again, Dawson’s Creek and Malcolm in the Middle. Clearly imperfect families where there is little discipline and very little respect.
     While we can point to more modern TV families like the Taylors of Home Improvement, or the Camdens of 7th Heaven, the prevailing message is that even the strongest of families have their share of imperfections. Nancy Gibbs says this in a wonderful article in this week’s issue of TIME magazine...“…Family dysfunction is now taken for granted, so the pressing question is what to do about it, and the prevailing answer is, Just get over it.”
     Christmas in the Real World. If you were a casual observer from the outside, Christmas in our real world would appear to be about people shoving and jostling to be the first one through the door on the day after Thanksgiving, affectionately known  as “Black Friday.” Filling every evening with an office party, a holiday gathering, better known as going someplace you don’t want to go, with people you don’t want to be with while exchanging five dollar pieces of junk and laughing, smiling and generally trying to act as if you are enjoying yourself. Here’s an observation that will hit many of us, charge everything you can, run it up to the max and pray for the rapture. This is how one of the classic movies about Christmas depicts Christmas. Here is National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation.

Show clips:

*No perfect Christmas speech
      Look like any of your homes for Christmas? After 48 Christmas’s I do believe that there really is no perfect Christmas. This is where we start in this four part series of messages entitled "Christmas In The Real World." This series will offer real help for real people like us. Our first offering is entitled "Surviving The Most Wonderful Time Of The Year." The second is based on Charles Dickens’ “Christmas Carol” and entitled “When all You Possess is a Humbug Heart.” The third is brought to us by “The Christmas Story”, we will have a few surprises when we get to that one. The message is entitled, “When Christmas Isn’t All It’s Cracked Up to Be.” Our final message on Christmas weekend is based on a new holiday movie this year that will probably gather a very loyal following, the movie is “Christmas With the Kranks.” I stole this title but not the message, it is “How to Krank It Down at Christmas.”  
     Turn with me to our scripture passage for today, Matthew 1:18-25
18 This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit. [19] Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly. 20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. [21] She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins."22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: [23] "The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel" --which means, "God with us." 24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. [25] But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
     We are not alone in our season of stress or should I call it, “the Most Wonderful Time of the Year? The first Christmas had it’s share of stress. Chances are your perfect Christmas will have some unexpected interruptions. Mary had had plans that did not include a baby of heavenly origins. Joseph had a plan that did not include a fiancé great with child. All their plans for a life and a family were dashed when an angel appears, the Holy Spirit conceives and Herod schemes. But the plans of Mary and Joseph interrupted became the opportunity for the growth of the Kingdom of God which did become the most wonderful story ever told. I hope you’ll see dashed Christmas plans as an opportunity for Christian growth. What can you do to survive the next four weeks? Lets look at two survival tips that can help us survive the most wonderful time of the year.

     The first survival tip that can help us get through the most wonderful time of year is...expect your best laid plans to be interrupted. Joseph & Mary had been planning a wedding until God told them to prepare a nursery. Hebrew marriages had two stages.
(1) Kiddushin (engagement, betrothal): legally the couple was married, but not living together, have not consummated the relationship. The Kiddushin could last as much as 12 months. This period was to test fidelity, integrity. In order to break the engagement you had to get divorced. Now you just say "let’s call it off." The second stage was called 
(2) The Huppah, this was the marriage ceremony itself. Joseph was planning on marrying his sweetheart, drawing up house plans, carving their marriage bed...he had BIG PLANS. Mary was planning an elaborate wedding, picking out china patterns, looking for the perfect lingerie for the honeymoon...She had BIG PLANS.
     Can you imagine a young teenage Mary who was somewhere between the age of thirteen and fifteen going to her 20 something fiancé. Joseph starts talking about floor plans and wall color...Mary says, "Joe, honey, we need to talk....I ‘m pregnant." And, get this, did Joseph believe her? No. How do you know that? Because Joseph’s next plan was to quietly divorce her. His plan was to start looking somewhere else for a bride. His plans were so set that God has to send an angel to get Joseph’s attention and now wreck his second set of plans. Short of divorce, death or dismemberment...very few of us will have holiday plans interrupted as much as Joe and Mary’s!
     Notice something here, if God interrupted Joseph and Mary’s wedding plans, realize that our Christmas plans are fair game for God too. We can make plan on top of plans on top of plans....but our plans may not be what God has planned for us.
     James the brother of Jesus who we can assume heard many times about those changed plans talks about God’s plans in this way in chapter 4:13-15: 
Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money." [14] Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes. [15] Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that." In the collision between Our Plans VS. God’s Plans which one do you think is ultimately going to get done? Your best laid plans are subject to interruption, but if God is in the middle of that interruption that’s not an entirely bad thing.
     The Second survival tip that can help us get through the most wonderful time of the year is...try to get God’s take on the interruption. Joseph could have really blown this one. As I have already mentioned Joseph’s knee jerk reaction was to divorce Mary. Joseph could have embarrassed her, disgraced her socially, even had her executed...he chose to divorce her quietly. But thankfully Joseph got God’s take on the matter!! Look once again at verses 20-25.  20 But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream and said, "Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. [21] She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins."22 All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: [23] "The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel" --which means, "God with us." 24 When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. [25] But he had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.
2 things happened when Joseph stepped back, took a deep breath and got God’s take on the matter: (1) He did get to marry his sweetheart. (2) He was honored to have been chosen to raise God’s only begotten Son. What a blessing. Many times when my plans are interrupted all I do is get angry and cause myself more trouble. Most of you are no different either. We won’t even consider seeing God’s hand in our interruptions. All we see are dashed plans, nixed ideas, disappointments, defeat, failure. 
     Here are 3 words to help you gain perspective when your plans are interrupted. 
(1) PRAY: Stop & pray. Pray for courage, wisdom, guidance, help...JUST PRAY. And then ask for the strength to accomplish God’s plans and not our own.

(2) PERSPECTIVE: Put the interruption in proper perspective. How bad is it really? Lots of us tend to be catastrophic in our thinking. We spend $100 worth of worry on a $5 problem. If your tub doesn’t get scrubbed before company comes over, it’s not the end of the world. 

(3) PROVIDENCE: God is in control. He still has your hairs numbered. Nothing can happen to you without God knowing it. Knee-jerk reactions to some interruptions wouldn’t happen if we had better information. Better information means better decisions. To illustrate that fact here is one story where better information would have mad a huge difference. Mrs. Monroe had nine children, one day she came home from the grocery store and found the house as it usually was…only quieter. She looked in the living room and saw five of her children sitting in a circle. She put down her groceries and went to get a closer look. Her five adorable children were playing with 5 of the cutest little skunks you’ve ever seen! Mrs. Monroe yelled, "RUN CHILDREN, RUN!" Each child grabbed a skunk and ran in five different directions. The Mother yelled again, "Run, Children." She scared the kids so much they squeezed their skunks. Now let me give you some information that the Monroe children did not possess. Skunks don’t like to be squeezed. 
When we face interruptions or dashed plans we got to be careful. Don’t react with your feelings, emotions. Step back, take a deep breath and get God’s perspective on the matter. Without that we have a great potential to squeeze the skunk.
     Our life doesn’t always go as expected. Chances are your perfect Christmas plans will have some unexpected interruptions. We’ve looked at two survival tips that can help us get through the most wonderful time of the year.
a Expect your plans to be interrupted. (Nothing in your life is off limits to God)
b Get God’s take on your interruptions. (When God disrupts your plans, He’s trying to accomplish His.) I hope you’ll see dashed Christmas plans as an opportunity for Christian growth. You have two  choices? A. Let interrupted plans surprise you, get you down, rob you blind, keep you miserable, or;
B. Realize that your plans may not be God’s and God is working his plan when he interrupts your plan.
      What can you do to survive the next four weeks? In A View from the Zoo, Gary Richmond tells about the birth of a giraffe: The first things to emerge are the baby giraffe’s front hooves and head. A few minutes later the plucky newborn is hurled forth, falls ten feet, and lands on its back. Within seconds, he rolls to an upright position with his legs tucked under his body. From this position he considers the world for the first time and shakes himself. The mother giraffe lowers her head long enough to take a quick look. Then she positions herself directly over the calf. She waits for about a
minute, then she does the most unreasonable thing. She swings her long, pendulous leg outward and kicks her baby, so that it is sent sprawling head over heels. When it doesn’t get up, the violent process is repeated over and over again. The struggle to rise is momentous. As the baby calf grows tired, te mother kicks it again to stimulate its efforts.           

     Finally, the calf stands for the first time on its wobbly legs. Then the mother giraffe does the most remarkable thing. She kicks it off its feet again. Why? She wants it to remember how it got up! In the wild, baby giraffes must be able to get up as quickly as possible to stay with the herd, where there is safety. Lions, hyenas, leopards, and wild
hunting dogs all enjoy young giraffes, and they’d get it too, if the mother didn’t teach her calf to get up quickly and get on with it! What can you do to survive the next four weeks?
Get up and get on with it. 
I can survive the most wonderful time of the year

1. If I can learn to accept that things don’t always go as I have planned. 

2. I can survive Christmas if I can learn that my way is not the only way to look at a situation.
3. I can survive Christmas if I can remember who is in charge.
4. I can survive Christmas if I remember that Christmas is about God with us. Not what Madison Avenue says that it is all about.
5. I can survive Christmas by being obedient to the Lord. Christmas can be one of the most stressful times of the year. Or, it can be one of the greatest times of the year. My surviving Christmas all depends upon what I do with Jesus this year. And, I am thankful that Christmas at the Stratton home doesn’t include Aunt Bethany and her grace…Christmas at the Stratton house might be more funny with an Aunt Bethany around but if the Griswold’s can survive their Most Wonderful Time of the Year well we can too. I leave you with Aunt Bethany’s Grace.

*Play Aunt Bethany saying grace. 
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