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The Miracle of Giving
(Part three of a four-part sermon series entitled, “The Miracle of Christmas”)

Ask any child what they like most about Christmas and the answer is likely to be the gifts.  In a culture that is becoming increasingly secular, more children are familiar with Santa Claus than with the Baby Jesus.  Why?  Because Santa brings them gifts.  
A seasonal TV ad for Wal-Mart promotes their store with this tag line: “Wal-Mart helps you put more gifts under your tree.”

In a commercial society, Christmas is all about the gifts.  
As adults we too buy into this gift mania. To be sure we’re more sophisticated in our approach than children.  Our focus is less on receiving gifts and more about whom it is we feel obligated to give a gift.  We’re sensitive not to offend anyone by missing them. 
So each year our list grows.  There’s family to buy for, including spouse, children, parents, and siblings.  Then there’s friends, co-workers, clients, health care personnel, the mail and newspaper carriers - the list goes on.  Is it any wonder Christmas has become a commercial mania?  
The day following this year’s Black Friday it was reported that shoppers spent more than 40 BILLION dollars on Christmas gifts.  40 BILLION!  And that’s only on the first day of the shopping season.  That’s a 7% increase over last year, despite these being the most uncertain and lean economic times in more than half a century!  

I can recall the occasion some years ago when my brothers and I decided the time had come to stop exchanging gifts.  Though we never spoke of it, we understood that our exchanging gifts was more about feeling obligated than anything else.  After all, we didn’t want to appear as Scrooge.

So one Christmas my older brother bought me a bottle of Seqrams 7.  Upon opening it I gave him a perplexed look and said, “You know I don’t drink liquor.”  He grinned and said, “I know.”  Of course I immediately re-gifted the bottle to him, which was the point in his buying the gift in the first place. 
But confession is good for the soul.  The same Christmas I bought my younger brother a pair of cuff links.  This is a brother who rarely wears a coat and tie.  When he opened the gift he looked at me saying, “You know I don’t dress up.”  I chuckled and said, “I know.”  Guess who kept the cuff links?  That’s when we decided our exchanging gifts had become a charade and we discontinued the practice.

Despite the fact that commercialism has overshadowed the real reason we celebrate Christmas, there’s no denying that gifts play an important part in the Christmas story.  Certainly the most central and significant gift is God’s gift of a Savior to the world.  In addition there are the gifts the Wise Men presented to the Christ Child.  It’s their gifts I’d like for us to examine this morning. 
The first thing we learn about their gifts was that they were treasures.  These weren’t gifts purchased at some bargain table.  They didn’t give what they no longer needed, what was left-over, or hand-me-downs.  Nor did they give from their excess or what they believed they could afford.  Instead, they gave to the Lord Jesus the best they had. They offered Him their treasurers. 

And what did they give?  You know the answer: gold, frankincense and myrrh.  Of course we’re all familiar the value of gold.  Gold is a gift fit for a king, foreshadowing Jesus as the King of kings and Lord of lords.

But what about frankincense and myrrh?  My guess is the value of these gifts is far less familiar to us today than they were in the ancient world.  
Frankincense, for example, was a costly perfume used by the priests in the Temple in Jerusalem.  It was burned on the altar as incense.  The rising smoke from the burning incense was symbolic of the prayers of God's people ascending to heaven. 
The Book of Revelation records these words: “The smoke of burning incense goes up with the prayers of God’s people.  (Revelation 8:4a)
The fragrance of the incense was mindful to the congregation that God was present in their midst, much like someone wearing perfume or cologne makes us mindful of their presence.   

The gift of frankincense was the Magi’s way of saying that they understood Jesus was the incarnation of God.  Recall the words recorded in the Gospel of John: “No one has ever seen God.  The only Son, who is the same as God and is at the Father’s side, He has made Him known.” (John 1:18)
So frankincense not only possessed great monetary value, it was a sign that Jesus was the incarnation of God.  
Then there’s the gift of myrrh.  Myrrh was an expensive spice only the rich could afford.  It was frequently used as a preservative in the preparation of a corpse for burial.  Recall the words of the Gospel of John: “Nicodemus went with Joseph of Arimathea, taking with him about one hundred pounds of spices, a mixture of myrrh and aloes.  The two men took Jesus’ body and wrapped it in linen cloths with the spices ….” (John 19:39,40).  The gift of myrrh foreshadowed Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross.   
Now it’s important to understand that in presenting their gifts to the Christ Child, the Magi were doing so as an act of worship.  That’s why they gave the Holy Child their treasures.

Regrettably, many Christians today engage in worship that is little more than a charade - not unlike how my brothers and I exchanged gifts.  Why do I say that?  Because in giving their gifts, their focus is less on their act of worship, and more on  

what they think they can afford.  They give from their left-overs or excess.  What they offer is neither a treasure nor their best.  

While it’s possible to give anyone a gift without worshipping them, it’s impossible to worship without giving something of significance.  That doesn’t mean it has to be expensive.  It just means it has to possess value and significance for the person giving it.  The act of the widow giving her last dime in the Temple was a genuine act of worship.  So too was the Wise Men presenting to the Christ Child their treasures.  They gave their best as an act of worship.  
For those of you who were present last Sunday you’ll recall 
I told you about the bold challenge the Lead Pastor of Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church presented to his congregation for the past four years.  

The challenge is for the congregation to match their Christmas giving to families and friends with an equal gift to reduce death and starvation in Darfur, Africa.  The congregation has so far raised more than two million dollars.  

You’ll also recall I said that while we’re not Ginghamsburg Church, Allison has its own way of remembering whose birth we celebrate.  

In your pew racks you’ll find envelopes marked, “A Gift for the Christ Child.”  This year’s gifts are designated to purchase supplies for Durban, South Africa.  You’ll recall that’s where Rev. Anna Layman, a daughter of Allison, is currently serving on staff for two years.  

Next July a group from Carlisle’s United Methodist Churches will travel to Durban to assist Anna and her congregation in work projects.  If you have yet to make your gift to the Christ Child, consider whether your gift will be an act of worship or a charade.  Will it be a treasure or token?   
In Matthew’s account of the Nativity, it’s interesting to see how Herod, the religious leaders, and the Wise Men all reacted differently to the news that the King of the Jews was born. 

In the case of King Herod, he was threatened and sought to get rid of Jesus.  He even went so far as to order the slaughter of all male children in Bethlehem age two and under to assure himself he had eliminated the threat to his throne.  

In the same way there are those in our society who are threatened by Jesus.  They resent Christ and any reference to Him during the holiday that bears His name.
Then there were the priests.   These were men who were also threatened by the birth of Jesus, but for a different reason. While Herod feared for his throne, the priests feared for the status quo.  While they welcomed the idea that they would be ruled by a Jewish king instead of a Roman Governor, having a Jewish king implied a major shift in the status quo.  
With a Jewish king sitting on the throne of Judea, it would be the king who would have sway over the people, not the religious leaders.  It would be the king who possessed the authority to decree and interpret the law, not the Scribes and Priests.  Hearing that the King of the Jews was born was as shocking and threatening to the religious leaders in Jerusalem as it was to Herod.

In the same way there are churches across America fearful of change.  They are threatened by God doing a new thing, afraid that change will somehow poison their faith and contaminate what is familiar and comfortable.  Like the Scribes and Priests in Jerusalem, they resist the idea that God can and does periodically initiate change.   
Finally there are the Magi. Undoubtedly, they were fully devoted to Jesus as Lord.  They were willing to travel a great distance at their own expense, despite the dangers the journey involved.  They’re only goal was to find and worship the incarnate Son of God.  And when they did they presented to Him their treasures of gold, frankincense and myrrh.
Because Christ is our King, He is worthy of our wealth; because He is God, He is worthy of our worship; and because He is our Savior, He is worthy of our witness. 

This Christmas, what gift will you give to the Christ Child?  Will it be a treasure or a token?  Will your gift be an act of worship or a charade?
In a few minutes we’ll be concluding our worship by singing a Carol entitled, “In The Bleak Midwinter.”  The reason I selected this Carol is because of the last verse.  I’d like to read it for you.   

What can I give Him, poor as I am?  

If I were a shepherd, I would bring a lamb;

If I were a Wise Man, I would do my part; 

yet what I can I give Him; give my heart.

As the lyrics suggest, the nature of your gift to the Christ Child is unimportant.  What is important is that your gift be a genuine act of worship, a treasure that has value and significance to you.  Only then will your gift be an expression of your heart-felt love and devotion to Christ our Savior.
Amen






