Merry Christmas!  I am so glad to be here... not because I'm an expert public speaker or because I have it all together - I'm pretty sure neither of those things describe me - but because I feel like this Christmas, God is teaching me something.  And because a lot of us are in the same boat, I have a feeling it's something that at least some of you need to hear, too.

We'll start with some scripture.

About 750 years before Jesus was born, the Jewish prophet Isaiah wrote this.

Isaiah 9:6 -7

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. 
7 Of the greatness 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.

The Jewish people understood this as a prophecy, or a foretelling, of the Messiah - or the Savior.  Let's jump ahead to Jesus' birth:

Luke 2:1-14

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 3 And everyone went to their own town to register. 

4 So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5 He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, 7 and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no guest room available for them. 

8 And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. 9 An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the people. 11 Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; he is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” 

The Jewish people of Jesus' time were expecting a Messiah.  But the night of Jesus' birth came and went without a lot of fanfare.  The only people who knew about his birth that night besides Joseph and Mary were a bunch of shepherds.  Most people missed His birth.

They were expecting what Isaiah had written about:  a King, a Savior, Wonderful Counselor, Prince of Peace, Mighty God.

They were not expecting a baby in an animal shed, a Christ in a manger.  And they certainly didn't think the arrival of their Savior would involve a teenage virgin!

I don't know about you, but I've heard the story of Jesus' birth so many times that sometimes I can breeze over it without registering how amazing it is!  Sometimes I just need a different perspective to help me hear it again.  As I was preparing for tonight, I came across something written by Max Lucado, a well-known Christian author.  This is what he writes about that night in his book, "God Came Near".

The impossible had occurred.

God had entered the world as a baby.

Yet, were someone to chance upon the sheep stable on the outskirts of Bethlehem that morning, what a peculiar scene they would behold.

The stable stinks like all stables do. The stench of urine, dung, and sheep reeks pungently in the air. The ground is hard, the hay scarce. Cobwebs cling to the ceiling and a mouse scurries across the dirt floor.

A more lowly place of birth could not exist.

He looks anything but a king. His face is prunish and red. His cry, though strong and healthy, is still the helpless and piercing cry of a baby. And he is absolutely dependent upon Mary for his well-being.

Majesty in the midst of the mundane. Holiness in the filth of sheep manure and sweat. Divinity entering the world on the floor of a stable, through the womb of a teenager and in the presence of a carpenter.

This baby had overlooked the universe. These rags keeping him warm were the robes of eternity. His golden throne room had been abandoned in favor of a dirty sheep pen. And worshiping angels had been replaced with kind but bewildered shepherds.

Meanwhile, the city hums. The merchants are unaware that God has visited their planet. The innkeeper would never believe that he had just sent God into the cold. And the people would scoff at anyone who told them the Messiah lay in the arms of a teenager on the outskirts of their village. They were all too busy to consider the possibility.

Those who missed His Majesty’s arrival that night missed it not because of evil acts or malice; no, they missed it because they simply weren’t looking.

Little has changed in the last two thousand years, has it?
OK, let's change gears a little bit.  If you would, would you close your eyes.

Picture your perfect Christmas.  What do you see?  What sounds do you hear?  What smells surround you?  How do you feel?

OK, hold that image in your mind and open your eyes.

Does the reality of Christmas in your home match your expectations?

I know mine doesn't!

My perfect Christmas picture includes snow falling outside, Christmas music playing softly, maybe a warm fire, my family all sitting around opening presents, the smell of cinnamon rolls, some hot coffee, the kids playing with each other, being happy and kind to each other - pretty much a "hallmark" commercial Christmas.

However, the reality of Christmas in my home has been - gallbladder attacks on Christmas eve;  staying up so late wrapping presents that I'm exhausted and cranky in the morning; the smoke alarm clanging because I burnt the cinnamon rolls; feeling caught in a tug of war between two families who want us to spend Christmas at their house; a Christmas day spent in a hospital room with my sick father; children arguing, presents breaking; a child with burnt fingers because she got too close to Grandma's fireplace.  

What I have expected of Christmas often does not match reality.  And I have been known to get frustrated, disappointed, angry, and irritable because of it.  

What about you?  Have you expected one thing and got another?  

It's easy in our disappointment to miss the real gifts of Christmas.  Just like for the people in Bethlehem that night long ago, the real gifts of Christmas often come in a different form than we were expecting.

If we really think about it, what we really want from that perfect Christmas is love, family togetherness, happiness, memory building, fun, and relaxation.  And I would venture to guess that if we purposely focused on what's in front of us instead of that image in our heads, we'd see those things.  But they might look a little different!  

Maybe, the love we want doesn't show up as hugs all around, but instead in a spontaneous sticky-lipped smooch from a little one. 

Maybe the happy family we want doesn't show up as no arguing on Christmas day, but instead sincere excitement on a child's face when a sibling is opening their present.  

Maybe building memories doesn't happen when all is quiet but instead when Mom burns the cinnamon rolls and it becomes a family joke.

Maybe the family togetherness doesn't show up in a perfect Christmas photo, but instead in a messy kitchen while baking Christmas cookies.

Maybe the relaxation doesn't show up in a quiet Christmas afternoon sipping hot cocoa by the fire, but instead simply in reading the Christmas story to your kids in the days leading up to Christmas.

And maybe the fun doesn't show up in laughter and games but instead in a private joke and smile with your husband across a crowded room.

Don't miss the real gifts of Christmas just because they come in a form you weren't expecting.  Keep your eyes open because God's greatest gifts come in the moments we least expect them.

And most importantly, don't miss Jesus like the people of Bethlehem did that night.

Are you trying for the perfect Christmas?  And don't get me wrong - I get caught up in it, too!  But God keeps reminding me that the only perfection I'll find on Earth - the only perfection that you'll find - is in Jesus.  He was, and still is, the perfect gift and the reason we celebrate!  

Jesus was referred to in the Bible as "Immanuel", which means "God with us".  God gave us His son as a gift - the gift of His presence in human form.  He is present (no pun intended) with us at all times.  

Jesus, the Messiah, was born in a dirty stable when people were expecting a King with all the trappings.

But God is more concerned about what people need rather than what they expect.  And He is not afraid to come into the mess of our lives - our dirty stables.  

Despite your efforts to create the perfect Christmas, what kind of messes do you have in your life? 

The good news is that God's perfect gift is still available to you.  Immanuel - God with us.  Isn't it amazing?  The God of the universe is willing to give up the majesty of heaven to be with us in our dirty stable.  And he is big enough to deal with whatever mess we've made - but not too big to care about it!!

So what do you need this Christmas?  Instead of chasing after the perfect Christmas, I challenge you to chase after the "perfect gift" - Jesus.  He is, in fact, regardless of his birth in a dirty stable, all the things that Isaiah prophesied.  

Do you need guidance on how to get out of your mess?  Well, Jesus is the wonderful counselor.

Do you need peace to get through?  Jesus is the Prince of Peace

Do you need the impossible to happen?  Jesus is the mighty God.

Do you need hope?  Well, Jesus is also the Savior and light of this world.    He is the way, the truth, and the life.  

All you need to do is not miss it.

