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“Is Jesus Enough”

(Advent ’09, Part One)

Scripture:  Three readings from Isaiah

Date:  November 29, 2009


Question:  Why didn’t most of the people who met and heard and saw Jesus believe in him?

I mean, there he was - God in the flesh.  They saw him turn water into wine.  They were there when he made blind people see.  They ate his food when he fed thousands of people with only five loaves of bread and two fish.  They picked their jaws off of the ground when he made his dead friend, Lazarus, come back to life, for pity sake!  So, why didn’t most of the people who knew Jesus believe that he was the Messiah, sent from God?


The only answer I can come up with is this.  Jesus wasn’t who they were hoping for in a Messiah.  


Let me explain.  Today is the Prophets’ Sunday.  We’ve lit the Prophets’ candle on our Advent Wreath.  And we’ll be reading several of the ancient prophesies, prophesies about one who was to come, the Messiah, coming to set his people free.  Ah - but set them free from what?   That’s the question.  And in Jesus’ day the answer you got depended on what the person you were talking to was looking for in their Messiah.  And each one had their prophecies to back up their ideas.


For instance, our first two readings today are from Isaiah 7:13-14 and 9:6-7 –

Then Isaiah said, "Hear now, you house of David! Is it not enough to try the patience of men? Will you try the patience of my God also?  Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”
(Isaiah 7:13-14)

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given, and the government will be on his shoulders. And he will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God,

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  Of the increase of his government and peace there will be no end.  He will reign on David's throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it  with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever.

(Isaiah 9:6-7)


These are prophecies about a coming descendent of David, a leader of the government, who will reign “on David’s throne and over his kingdom” - a Messiah who is a military leader like David, come to save his people from . . . their enemies.  He’s to be called the “Prince of Peace” because he will destroy Israel’s enemies and bring peace to Israel.  And the government will be upon his shoulders.  

If you believed that the Messiah was going to be a military leader who will defeat Israel’s enemies then these were some of your favorite prophesies.  When Jesus was born, this was the most common way of thinking about the Messiah.    Even the three Wise Men who came from the East thought Jesus was going to be a King on a throne.  What did they ask Herod?  

“During the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, "Where is the one who has been born king of the Jews?”                                             (Matthew 2:2)

And King Herod got nervous because he was told by his advisors that the coming Messiah would be a “ruler” who would lead his people (Mt. 2:6).  A ruler.   A King.  To take Herod’s kingdom from him.  


Almost everyone in Jesus’ day believed that the coming Messiah would be a military King, like David, who would free Israel from the Romans.  If you and I were Jews living in Jesus’ day chances are that we’d be looking for a Messiah who would be like John Wayne, or the Terminator, or the Transformers - a military leader, who would chase the Romans out of our land, then rule the government.  

But.  That’s not the kind of Messiah Jesus came to be, was it?  Jesus didn’t come to set the Jews free from the Romans.  He came to set all of us free from our sins – to be punished on a cross for our sins, instead of us.  As Isaiah prophesied later on his book:

Yet it was the LORD's will to crush him and cause him to suffer, and though the LORD makes his life a guilt offering, he will see his offspring and prolong his days, and the will of the LORD will prosper in his hand.  After the suffering of his soul, he will see the light of life and be satisfied; by his knowledge my righteous servant will justify many, and he will bear their iniquities. Therefore I will give him a portion among the great, and he will divide the spoils with the strong, because he poured out his life unto death, and was numbered with the transgressors. For he bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.

(Isaiah 53:10-12)

This is the Messiah that Jesus came to be.  Not a military leader on a throne, but a sacrifice for our sins, on a cross.


Yet, people were always wanting Jesus to be their king.  And every time someone tried, Jesus would have nothing to do with it.  After he fed the multitudes with a few loaves of bread and some fish, look at what the crowd wanted to do:

After the people saw the miraculous sign that Jesus did, they began to say, "Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world."  Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself.
 (John 6:14-15)

They did’t understand who Jesus was at all.  So Jesus withdrew from them.  He wasn’t that kind of Messiah.  He once told a crowd of people plainly, “The kingdom of God is within you.” (Luke 17:21) – not in this world.  He even told governor Pilate at his trial, before the crucifixion, “My kingdom is not of this world.” (John 18:35)  


It’s easy to understand why Jesus’ own people didn’t believe in him.  He wasn’t the kind of military Messiah that they were looking for, one who would chase the Romans out of Israel, then rule the government on a throne.  He wasn’t a new “King David” for their day and time.  So, they turned on him.  At his trial, when given the choice between saving Jesus, or saving a criminal named Barabbas, the crowd chose Barabbas.  And Jesus was crucified.  Foolish crowd.

But, before we become to critical of Jesus’ own people for rejecting him, let’s take a good look at ourselves.  Is our culture really much different from theirs?  Is Jesus, the Savior who wants to die for our sins on a cross, is Jesus who our country is interested in?  Does he give us what we want?


To answer that question, all you have to do is answer this one:  how does our country celebrate Jesus’ birthday?   Much of our country doesn’t.  For them, Jesus’ birthday has been replaced totally by a time to celebrate family and friends.  “The real meaning of Christmas,” they are foolish enough to say, “is the love of family and friends.”  They’ve taken Christ out of Christmas and given it a new name.  Some call it Sparkle Season, others the Festival of Lights.  

For others, Jesus’ birthday has become the day when WE receive presents.  Kind of weird, isn’t it?  WE get presents on Jesus’ birthday.  Does that strike any of us as kinda odd?  My birthday is on January 8th.  And, tell you what, to celebrate my birthday this year you should all give each other presents.  What?  How does that make sense?

Why have we done this?  Why have we changed Jesus’ birthday into either a time to celebrate the love of family and friends, or a time to give each other presents?  Why have we done this?  Isn’t it because Jesus isn’t enough for us?  We need more.

You may be thinking, “No, Pastor Dan, you’re wrong.  Jesus’ birthday is enough for us.  We don’t need any more than that.”


Really?  There’s an easy way to test if we really feel that way.  What if we all asked Santa not to come to our homes this year?

I mean, would Christmas still be exciting for us if we didn’t receive any presents this Christmas?  Imagine if your family decided, “Jesus is enough for us.  We’re  going to celebrate his birthday this year just by worshipping and praising him.  No presents for us.  Just a birthday party for Jesus.”  And we’d all come here for Christmas Eve services the night before.  And on Christmas Day we’d all read the Bible stories at home about when Jesus was born, sing a song or two, and pray prayers of thanks.  Would Christmas still be exciting to us if that’s all we did?


Probably not.  And doesn’t that say a lot about us, as a people?  We’re not that much different from the Jews of Jesus’ day, are we?  Jesus’ birthday is exciting to us only if it also means Santa comes to our house with lots of presents.   

We’re not that much different from the people of Jesus’ day.  They wanted freedom from the Romans.  We want presents.  In fact, don’t we measure whether we’ve had a good Christmas, or not, by whether we got good presents, or not?  Isn’t that how we measure if we’ve had a good Christmas, or not?  We meet someone on the street and they ask, “How ya doing?  How was your Christmas?”  And we answer, “Oh, it was great!  Got a lot of good stuff.”
How can we break out of this way of thinking?  How can we, especially this Advent season, how can we begin measuring Christmas differently? 

Here’s one way - remember that this world is not your home.


Boy, that’s hard to do this time of year.  This time of year even we Christians get caught up in buying things and asking for all of the goodies of this world:  computers and cloths, X-box games and coffee makers, toys and ties.  We get caught up in the advertising.  We gotta have what we see on TV.  We gotta have the fun stuff that this world offers – for a price.


We need to remember that when we became a Christian, the things of this world lost their hold on us.  We gave up our citizenship here, so we don’t need to collect the things of this world.  We’re citizens of the kingdom of God now.  


Can I share with you some super powerful verses?  Are you ready for these verses?  I don’t know if you are, or not.  They may make you angry, when you apply them to how we normally think about Christmas.  Are you ready for these?  Here they are:

Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.  For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.  Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things.  But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ . . . (Philippians 3:17-20)

Paul talks about living “according to the pattern we gave you.”  What pattern is that?  He gave us that pattern a few verses earlier:
“ . . . one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.
 (Philippians 3:13-14)
The pattern Paul taught us is to forget what lies behind and strain towards what lies ahead.  What’s he talking about?  What’s it mean to forget what is behind?  It means to put our old life behind us, the life we had before we gave Jesus our heart.  It’s to put the old us behind us - the old us who only cared about the things of this world; the old us whose mind was only set on earthly things like, “What can I buy?  What do I want people to give me?  How much money can I get?”  We need to forget that person:  the one who (this time of year) thought Christmas was all about presents, who jacked up the credit card to the max, who measured if a Christmas was a good one, or not, based on how many good presents they got.  We need to put that person behind us now.  That’s the old us.  That person is dead.
Instead, we need to strain toward what is ahead.  What IS ahead?  The prize is ahead.  Heaven.  We need to keep our eyes on heaven, not on the things of this world!  That’s the prize.  That’s our real home.  That’s what Jesus came to give us.  
That’s the pattern that Paul laid down for us:  forget the way we used to think and live – keep your eyes on the prize, on Jesus, on heaven.


Parents, grandparents, it’s our job to teach this pattern of thinking to our children - after we’ve adopted this pattern for ourselves.  Parents, this world is not our home.  The things for sale in this world don’t matter that much to us.  Our minds are not set on earthly things.  Our citizenship is in heaven. So, for instance, Christmas is exciting to us, not because of the presents we’ll be getting.  That’s not how we measure whether we’ve had a good Christmas, or not.  Christmas is exciting to us because it celebrates the birth of our Savior, Jesus!  And that’s enough for us.  We’ve had a good Christmas when we can remember that.

Parents, grandparents, we need to be teaching this to our children.  It’s going to be hard.  We’re living in a foreign land right now.  All of the citizens of this land are crazy about their material things.  Their TV’s are filled this time of year with commercials telling them they just HAVE to have this, and they just HAVE to have that.  In fact, many of the citizens of this world who can’t stand waking up before 8am normally, actually woke up at 4 and 5am this past Friday morning on their own!  What got them out of bed that early?  You may not believe it.  But they woke up that early just to beat out other citizens of this world to buy things that they won’t even remember a year from now.  Can you believe that?  I think they call it “Black Friday”?  They must call it that because it was pitch dark when they woke up to do it!


Parents, grandparents, we need to teach our kids that this isn’t what Christmas is about.  Christmas is about Jesus’ birthday.  Period!  Is that enough for us?  Is the birth of Jesus enough to get us excited about Christmas?


What if in our families we emphasized the spiritual meaning of Christmas?   For example, if you don’t want to ask Santa not to come to your house at all this year, what if you asked him to come to your home a day early this year?  Santa just might do that for you.  I can’t speak for him.  But maybe!  What if your family opened all of their presents on Christmas Eve?  It’s just an idea.  I’m pretty sure that your kids wouldn’t mind it if you asked Santa to come a day early to your home.  And that would free your family to celebrate Christmas Day for what it really is - Jesus’ birthday, not ours!


What if in our families we emphasized the spiritual meaning of Christmas?   Is Jesus enough for us?  Does your family own your own Advent wreath?  If not, you can make one today, or buy one easily.  Why don’t you do that right after church today, since this is the first Sunday of Advent?  Today is the day you can light the first candle on your Advent wreath at home, and read scriptures, and maybe sing a verse or two of a Christmas hymn.  Then next Sunday you can light two candles, and the following Sunday three candles, and so on.  Then sing a verse from a Christmas carol.  

  What if in our families we emphasized the spiritual meaning of Christmas?   Is Jesus enough for us?  Does your family attend Sunday School?  Why not begin again this Advent?  Do you attend Wednesday Family Night as a family?  Why not begin this Wednesday?  Come have dinner with us this Wednesday night, and stay for Kids Time and Bible Study.  Grow closer to Jesus this Advent, as a family.

What if in our families we emphasized the spiritual meaning of Christmas?   Think about people who are in need.  What if you gave presents to them this Christmas, instead of to each other?


And what kind of music do you play in your home this time of year?  Why not play songs about Jesus’ birth at home – instead of songs about Santa and Frosty and Reindeer?


Does your family have a nativity scene in your home?  Do you put a lot of energy into setting it up?  Do you add different characters to your nativity scene each week, as we go through the weeks of Advent, talking about each person?


If you decorate your house outside, can you figure out a way to show the world your Christian faith in your decorations?  Can you make it obvious to anyone who drives by your home that a Christian lives there?


When you decorate your Christmas tree this year, why not make, or buy, Christian symbols to hang on your tree - symbols like the cross, the manger, angels, a shepherd’s staff, a star and others.  

And could you make a special effort this Advent to invite your pre-Christian friends to church with you?  Advent is the perfect time to invite others to church.  Who could you invite to come with you next Sunday?  

Do we really need all of the Christmas hype that this world tries to push on us?  Is that what it takes to get us into the “Christmas spirit”, whatever that is? Or is Jesus enough?  What are our minds set on?  Are they set on earthly things?  Why?  This world isn’t our home.  Forget what lies behind.  Keep your mind on  the goal that is set before us, to come home to God in heaven.

Let’s pray together -

