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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

God’s Gift for You This Christmas: Purpose

Luke 2:29-32; Matthew 5:13-16

Will you pray with me? Heavenly Father as we enter this Advent Season it is really our hope and desire that you would come to us in a fresh way, that we may know you better, that the promise of Christmas will not simply be an abstract but a real experience. Confirm and affirm our faith this day. Draw us close to you and may we may ourselves draw us close to you this moment and set this time aside for you. Let us listen intently to that message which we have heard probably many times. May it be fresh to our ears this morning? We pray all these things in Christ name. Amen.     
I think they should make a transitional week between Thanksgiving and Advent. We go right from one to the other and it is sudden. We barely got the Thanksgiving decorations up and now it is time to take them down and put up the Christmas decorations. That is a tough transition to make. We had a good Thanksgiving. It’s a great time just to be together with the family. That’s what we did. We spent it together as a family and played games. We made the dinner together and had a good time just being home together.
This morning as we enter Advent Season I was thinking about what should be our focus and direction. I got thinking about what is usually the most frequent image of Christmas on people’s minds. I mean, it starts as early as August. What’s the most frequent image of Christmas? GIFTS! This is why we have placed gifts throughout the worship, as a reminder of God’s gifts to us in Christ. Our focus is not about getting gifts but about the gifts God has given us in this Christ child. In all, we will look at four gifts. When God gave us Jesus, that gift came with other gifts, like a video game bundle. When you first buy a video game they come with a bundle package. It has all these accessories, and it is cheaper buying it that way, too. When you buy that one gift, within that one gift are many gifts. The same is true about Christ. When you accept Christ into your life He is God’s gift to you, but within that gift are many gifts. 
Now there’s something I never allow my family to do before Christmas and that is (including Christmas Eve) open our Christmas presents before Christmas. Because that is what Christmas is for. But I am going to let you get away with it, just this one time. I am going to let you un-wrap four gifts God has given to us in Christ, before Christmas. The first gift is God’s gift of purpose. There are five purposes God has for our lives. If you were to go through all of scripture and look at all the things that God has for us to do. And if you took all those passages and lump them together according to themes, you would discover that there are five purposes that God has for our lives. We have gone through this before through the Purpose Driven Life series. Rick Warren writes a wonderful book that takes all those five purposes and shows you, through Scripture, what they mean. He says it in a very meaningful way. I encourage you, if you know someone who doesn’t know why they are here on earth, if they want to discover God’s purposes for their life, then get them the book, “The Purpose Driven Life.” It’ll make for a wonderful gift for Christmas. 
The five purposes God has for our lives are:

1. We are planned for God’s pleasure, which is worship. 
2. We are formed for God’s family, which is fellowship or I like the word care because fellowship is more than cookies and coffee after services. It really is caring for people. God calls us to believe. It also calls us to belong as well. 
3. We are created to become like Christ. God not only wants to save us spiritually, He also wants to transform us from the inside out. Faith is not only for eternity or the future, it is for now as well. God wants us to experience eternity now, the good life as He intended it, now. 
4. We were shaped for service, which we call ministry. We are called to a ministry within the church. 
5. We are made for mission which is evangelism. God calls us to reach people who are outside the church and make his message known to them. 
That is the purpose I would like to focus on this morning. We can’t do all five. So we’ll take this last one and unpack it because it is the one that you see most frequently in the Christmas story. The angels come to the shepherds and they reveal this wonderful message about Christ. They are even referred to in hymns and carols as “evangels.” Evangels mean those who “proclaim,” “the one who proclaims.” In response to the proclamation of the message to Mary, Mary runs and tells Elizabeth. In response to the message that Zechariah heard, when his mouth was opened, he sang a hymn of praise and celebration as a witness to God’s grace upon his life and in so doing he tells those in the room (or at the church) of God’s promise of the Messiah’s coming in his day. Then we see it again with the shepherds. If you will you can turn to Luke 2:15-18. Of course this is in the middle of the story of the shepherds. You know the story well, probably, by now. The shepherds are out in the field and they get this angel visitation which talks about Christ’s coming. Here is where the story picks up. “When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, ‘Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.’ So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger. When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning what had been told them about this child, and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds said to them.” I am going to read that last part again, “and all who heard it were amazed at what the shepherds had said to them.” 
There is another passage which describes what we are to be. I am not going to read that one. It is Matthew 5:13-16, where we are called to be salt and light. That is God’s purpose for our lives. Once we come to faith, he wants us to be salt and light. Salt is something that makes things taste better. You want to put salt on things because it brings the flavor of things out and you enjoy them so much better. Light is something that illuminates something, like a light in a dark place, it draws you to it. That is God’s purpose for us, to be salt and light, to be people who draw others to Jesus. Our lives are different, and that difference is tasty. People like the difference and want to sprinkle on their lives what we have sprinkled on ours. 
Now there are three ways not to do this in my experience. There are three ways that are ineffective in sharing your faith. Those three ways are:

· In-your-face style. I had three experiences with this.  I will tell you about one. I was in college and some good buddies of mine said “You have to try street witnessing. There is nothing like it. It is like how the disciples did it.” I never tried it before so I guessed if I am supposed to be really faithful in sharing the gospel and telling people, “to go into all the world” alright, alright, I guess I should do that. So I went to the streets of Tulsa, Oklahoma and looked for someone to share the gospel with. I guess they had been there enough that when people saw us coming they ran away from us. I didn’t really get an opportunity to share my faith with a single person and the whole time I was really uncomfortable. I almost intuitively sensed there was something not right about it. The next year I decided (this was during Thanksgiving holiday) to do something different. I made, with another person, a whole Thanksgiving meal and I went to the heart of Tulsa and I put the meal on top of the car and just sat there. Dozens of people came out of nowhere, street people who were hungry and they came and we fed them. And in the process they asked, “Why are you doing this?” (That is a dangerous question to ask a preacher!) I told them about God’s love for them. 

You know when God came to share His message with us he didn’t come with an in-your-face style.

He came in a very unassuming gentle way. No one is repelled by a baby! Jesus came and lived 
among people first and then gently shared his ministries with them. I think that is a better way.  
· The second way that I find very ineffective is a “holier-than-thou” type of faith sharing. You see this in the gospels with the Pharisees who, somehow in their lives, were so cloistered as a believing community that they lost focus of their own sinfulness. They became very judgmental of people. I find that is very true of Christian people. If you get too cloistered, if the only people surrounding you are Christian people, it is easy then to become judgmental of others and very harsh towards those who are on the outside. 

I had a foreman I worked for in an epoxy plant between the years in college.  I think it was my 
sophomore year. My brother worked at the same plant. I got along very well with the foreman 
because he was a Christian. We had some good fellowship as a result. But he was aghast by the 
lifestyles of his workers. He had a real problem with those who were living together, not that it is 
right. It is wrong. But it so disgusted him that he really treated them very harshly. In fact he fired one 
guy over the issue. He just couldn’t take it anymore. He found that lifestyle being very irresponsible. 
The whole time in my mind, as I saw him treating his workers very harshly, very judgmentally, my 


thought was, “How is it you don’t have an interior clock within you or an interior conscience to see 
that you have sin in your own life, for one. And two, if you want to make a difference in their lives,


if you want to make a change in someone’s life, you don’t do it by judging them. You do it by 
showing them a better way, by demonstrating God’s grace to them. 
· The third form of sharing your faith that I find very ineffective is what I call, Cosmic Christianity. These are people who have placed their faith in God, who received salvation or eternal life like fire insurance, but they have not allowed God to save their life. He has saved their future in eternity but they have not turned their life over to Him. I have known some dear friends, some very dear friends who I know are Christian people, yet I have heard come out of their mouth some of the ugliest racial slurs I have ever heard. When people experience that and they know you are a Christian, it just turns them off. It repels them. Your life is inconsistent with your faith. 
Well, what kind of witness draws people? What helps you be salt that doesn’t sting but flavors things in such a way that people want it? I find there are four qualities that will make our Christian witness effective. The first one I call costly discipleship. This one was modeled for me by Millard Fuller. Millard Fuller is the founder of Habitat for Humanity. Now I worked with Millard before he was popular, before Jimmy Carter popularized Habitat for Humanity. When I was in college I got involved with the organization. I went to Americus, Georgia and helped build his first headquarters. At that time he was just getting started and he shared his story of how by age 28 he was a millionaire. He was an entrepreneur; he was a multi-millionaire heading toward being a billionaire. He started evaluating his life and he was reading the gospels. He read the story of the rich man who God called to give up everything. Now he said I know that is a unique call. God doesn’t ask that of everyone in scriptures but he felt God telling him to do it. So he gave up literally everything. Now I asked why he didn’t take his money invest it and start the ministry with seed money? He said, “I could have. It would have made human-sense but God said no.” Because of God’s call on his life he was willing to give up everything, every penny, and start a new ministry called Habitat for Humanity. Now that is what I call costly discipleship, where in following God’s word it cost you something. That attracts me. It interests me: “What would cause a person to do such an insane thing,” is the question that such action calls forth. It demonstrates how real God is!

 The second quality of witnessing that attracts people, I call compassionate Christianity. This was modeled for me by my first church. My best friend was killed in a car-train accident. I remember the service. I was new to my faith and I remember in the parking lot someone asking me how are I was. I broke down. What I heard was not a sermon on, “Don’t you know she is with the Lord!”  I knew that but I was still hurting. You still grieve. What I got was someone who put his arms around me and hurt with me. He just stood there and wept with me. Now that is Christian compassion that draws people. 
The third type of witness I think that is very attractive is consistent Christianity. What I mean by consistent Christianity is Christianity that lives its talk, where your walk matches your talk. Whether you know it or not people are watching you. If you have kids especially, they are watching you. Every time you do something inconsistent with the Christian faith, you undermine their faith. Every time you skip church because it is a nice day; every time you say a word that you shouldn’t; every time you do something that is not honest; every time you live inconsistently in your faith, you undermine their faith. 
For me the model of consistent faith was the Dunn Family. Again I was new to my faith. Somehow I became connected to the Dunn family. I went around with this family. I am not sure how I started to hang around them but I did. I had been “excommunicated” from my family at the time and they took me in. It was a wonderful Christian family and I went to their house many times after church on Sunday. I observed what a functional family was like. They were not perfect. They had stormy times, but there was a consistency of love and patience. The father was a mechanic and he had this old leather easy chair that was the ugliest thing in the world, but it was the most comfortable chair you ever been in. He let me sit in it and I thought it was wonderful. He had a wonderful sense of humor. He had greasy hands that you just couldn’t get clean but he was a gentle, wonderful Christian man. The whole family was that way. I observed them and saw the faith they held lived out on a daily basis. It was real to them and in them. They showed me that the Christian faith was authentic. 
The fourth quality, I find very attractive in sharing the Christian faith is committed Christianity- those believers who really are committed to their faith. I saw this modeled for me at the university I went to. I went to a Christian university (I won’t name it because I don’t want to prejudice you one way or another toward whichever University).  I found a Christian college helpful to me because there I was surrounded by 5,000 Christian students. Sure, some of them were inconsistent with their faith, no doubt about it. But for the most part, I would say about 90% of the people that I knew (I was on a wing with 32 other men and I knew all of them very well. I knew about 30 out of the 32) were really committed to Christ in their life. It really was confirming to see all these people from all over the country, some of them from all over the world, who heard the same thing I heard. Who, in hearing the gospel of Christ, heard God speak to them a word of truth. That the same message I got, they got; and the same word I was listening to was the same word that was reaching and touching them in their life. There was something about it that said “this is real.” and “this is something you want in your life.” 
One thing I liked about the university was it really was balanced. It wasn’t just all spiritual and it wasn’t just all about an education either. It tried to shape you in body, mind, and spirit. I think that is an important balance. For me this experience modeled what a committed Christian is, and it affirmed and confirmed my faith. 
Two thousand years ago Christ came with a mission. That mission was singular. It was an impossible mission. He came to save the world, a world that was lost and devoid of God. A world without meaning and without hope. And we are here because we have heard the same message, the same Word of God through Jesus Christ, and it has rung true in our lives. As a result we live with meaning & purpose or we can live with real meaning and purpose. People, there is no higher calling, no more important task than to make an eternal impact on someone’s life. We can use our lives for many things. We can use it to build a business. You can use your life to build a home. You can use your life to build a healthy family or the best game room in the world and have a good time. People, there is no greater use of your life than trying to make an eternal impact on someone’s life. Ultimately one day your life is going to be reduced to one phrase. On your headstone there is going to be a date. My date is 1961. There is going to be an end date. I am hoping mine is 2032 or something later than that. But between those two years will be a dash that will be the summary of your life. How will you have spent that dash? Let me challenge you to spend it in the most meaningful way that I know and that is to make an eternal impact in someone’s life. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if one day someone tapped you on the shoulder in eternity and said “Because of you I am here and I just want to, ‘Thank you.’”  

If you want to take up that challenge I have a project for you for the next four weeks. It is a simple project. It won’t add too much more to your holiday time. Here is the challenge— I want you to think of one person to pray for, someone who is local that you can invite to the Christmas Eve service. For the next four weeks I want you to pray for one person, for one minute, at 1 o’clock. Pray for one person for one minute at 1 o’clock wherever you might be. Now if you are in the middle of teaching a class then you might want to delay that just a moment. You might say, “Pastor, how about I do two people for two minutes at two o’clock or three people for three minutes at three o’clock?” Don’t get carried away with this. I challenge you to pray for one person, for one minute at 1 o’clock. It may make an eternal impact on someone’s life. Then in those four weeks look for an opportunity to invite them to one of the Christmas Eve services. See what God does through you. John Erkstein wrote one of the poems in our Advent Calendars. I thought it was really appropriate for this message. Here’s what he said:

To be Himself a star most bright,
To bring the Wiseman to His site,
To be Himself a voice most sweet, 
To call the shepherds to His feet, 
To be a child it was His will,

That folk like us might find Him still” 
May God use you these next four weeks to reach one person for Him, “That folk like us might find Him still.” Let’s pray, 
Heavenly Father, help us become an evangel, a messenger of Yours’ to proclaim what we have received. Lord, in the next four weeks help us to be faithful, committed, and compassionate. To be a witness for You, sharing Your good new in a gentle way, a way that will speak to people. Lord, help us to pray for one person for one minute at 1 o’clock and see what You do. We pray all these things in Christ’s name. Amen.
