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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

God’s Gift for You This Christmas: Strength

Psalm 29; John 1:14

This is the second week in Advent. Advent is that time where we set aside an intentional focus for the purpose of grasping the meaning of Christ’s coming. It is good to do that, to have an intentional focus so that when you come to the actual event, when you come to Christmas, there is a sense of celebrating with real depth— a sense of God’s real presence with you. The theme for Advent this year is: “God’s gift to you this Christmas.” And it is a fitting thing because gift giving is an important part of our holiday season. It is good then during the time of giving to understand what God offers to us, the gifts that God has given to us in Christ. 
Last week we talked about the gift of purpose. C. S. Lewis had an interesting statement, said in exasperation: “You know there must be a more important reason, a higher purpose to Christmas than simply being able to keep the shops and merchants open.” Of course, we probably feel that same frustration that gift giving has gone beyond its borders; it is just emphasized too much. There is a higher purpose to Christmas and that is living out God’s purposes. One of those purposes is to make an impact on people’s lives. A project that I gave you last week was--something very practical and simple—is the 1-1-1 Prayer. You should have received a card that says “1-1-1 Prayer on it.  Use it as reminder to, the next three weeks, pray for one person for one minute at 1 o’clock. Then look for an opportunity to invite that person to one of the Christmas Eve services. Let’s see what God does. It is a way you can make a difference in some one’s life,  an eternal difference. 

Today our focus is on strength. In Christ God gives us strength. If you do not believe that you need strength, then you haven’t been to the mall lately. You will need God’s strength when you get up there. I heard a lot of people say they never go to the mall because of “all those people.” Part of me understands that. It resonates with me. Crowds are tough. Another part of me says, but isn’t that the reason why God came? Isn’t that the purpose of Christmas? You have heard the cliché, “Jesus is the reason for the season.”  I understand what is meant by that statement. It’s a reminder to keep Christ central in the holiday. But actually, Scripturally, Jesus is not the reason for the season. I just shocked some of you. Why did Jesus come? Luke 2:10 says, “I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all people.” God came for us. Jesus came for us. You are the reason for the season. You are the reason why God came and those people at the mall are the reason for the season. Just grasp that! It will give you great strength in dealing with the crowd. As you pass each person, say to yourself, “He is the reason for the season;”  “She is the reason for the season.” God loves them. It may be God wants to give you and me the strength to love what He loves. He loves each of the people we come in contact with. Look for an opportunity to touch “those people” with some act of kindness, to make it a season for the salvation and encouragement and the uplift of people. That’s why He came. 
A great passage that reminds me of God’s incredible strength is Psalm 29. If you will, turn there with me. The easiest way to find the book of Psalms is, close the Bible, go to the center of the bible (divide it in half) and open it up. You will be in the books of Psalms. It is on page 417 or in the balcony it is page 394. You can follow along this time because it is a longer passage. Psalm 29 it is a wonderful Psalm. Here is what it says, 

“Ascribe to the Lord, O mighty ones, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength. 

Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name; worship the Lord in the splendor of his holiness.

The voice of the Lord is over the waters; the God of glory thunders, 

The Lord thunders over the mighty waters. 

The voice of the Lord is powerful; the voice of the Lord is majestic. 

The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars; the Lord breaks in pieces the cedars of Lebanon. 

He makes the Lebanon skip like a calf, Sirion like a young wild ox. 

The voice of the Lord strikes with flashes of lightning. 

The voice of the Lord shakes the desert; the Lord shakes the Desert of Kadesh. 

The voice of the Lord twists the oaks and strips the forests bare. 

And in his temple all cry, Glory! 

The Lord sits enthroned over the flood; the Lord is enthroned as King forever.  

The Lord gives strength to his people; the Lord blesses his people with peace.”
 Isn’t that what we need during this Christmas season? “The Lord blesses his people with strength.” Let’s pray, Lord we pray for that, give us your strength. As we go about our holiday preparation give us your strength so that we may keep Christmas well, keep Christmas according to your purposes and your intent. We pray these things in Jesus’ name and all God people pray. Amen.      
This voice of the Lord, this word incarnate that came to be amongst us… In John 1:14 we read “And the Word became flesh.” This voice of the Lord that gives us strength, this word became flesh and dwelt among us so in Jesus Christ —   there is the great potential for strength, and strength for three areas of our lives: 
1. Strength to get us through what you cannot get through on your own.


 For me that’s the entire month of December! How about you? 
2. He gives us strength to avoid doing what you know you shouldn’t do. 

Now there is no better way of ruining you holiday than falling into temptation or losing it in a 
big way, losing your temper and there is a lot of other ways of doing it too. 
3. God gives us strength to do what we know what we should do. 
Well how, how do we plug ourselves, (that is a good analogy; the analogy of an outlet) how do we plug into and experience God’s strength and God’s power? I think Scripture gives us five important steps to experiencing God’s strength. 

The first thing that will help us experience God’s power, to plug ourselves into that power, is to affirm God’s power and presence in stressful times. I found an interesting article and here is what it says (It is from the Atlantic Journal) “The world is too big for us; too much is going on, too many crimes, too much violence and excitement. Try as you will you get behind in the race. It is an incessant strain to keep pace and still you lose ground. Science empties its discoveries upon you so fast that you stagger beneath them in hopeless bewilderment. Everything is high pressure - push, push, push; human nature cannot endure much more.” Is that how you feel sometimes? What is interesting about the article was the year in which it was written. When do you think it was written? … (Wait for responses)  It was written June 16, 1833. Times do not change; stress has always been with us. It is always something we have to deal with and the best way to deal with it is by clinging to God’s strength. 
In our DISCIPLES CLASS, we’ve been looking at the “heroes” of faith. What we’ve learned was, they weren’t all that heroic. In fact they were frail people, just like us. They had flaws, doubts, about themselves, and felt inadequate. What enabled them to do heroic things was this one quality, in stressful times, in difficult times, they made the decision to trust God, to affirm His presence and do what God asked them to do! 
“On an October afternoon in 1982 Badger Stadium in Madison was packed to capacity. Over 60,000 diehard supporters were gathered to watch the University of Wisconsin football team take on Michigan State Spartans. It became obvious to the hometown fans that Michigan State had the better team the score was convincingly lopsided in favor of the Spartans. What seemed odd however was the spontaneous applause and shouts of joy that erupted from the grandstands at what appeared to be inappropriate times, when the team was losing or fumbling or something? How could Wisconsin fans be cheering a losing team? Upon investigation, the cause of these unfitting victory cries were determined. 70 miles away the Milwaukee Brewers were beating the Saint Louis Cardinals in game three of the 1982 World Series. More than a few fans in Badger Stadium were listening to portable radios and responding to something other than the immediate surroundings.”

 What did they do? In the midst of what would be a very depressing experience they focused on something that brought great joy, and as a result, great strength. The same thing can work for us. When you get stressed out during this holiday season, just refocus upon the heart of the holiday. If you refocus upon Christ, rather than the immediate circumstances, you will find great strength and great joy. 1 Chronicles 16:11-12 says this, “Look to the Lord and all His strength, seek his face. Remember the wonders He has done. Remember His miracles…”    “Look to the Lord and all His strength.” I encourage you to do that. 
Secondly, if you want to plug into God’s strength during the holiday, or during everyday life (it works for both) admit your weakness. Admit you cannot do it on your own. This was the secret to the Apostle Paul’s power and ability. He was one of the most effective missionaries of all time. He discusses or tells us where the source of his power comes from. In II Corinthians 12:9 we read about Paul’s “thorn in his flesh.” He prays three times for God to remove it, but God refuses to. Then God says this to him: “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is revealed and made perfect in weakness. For my power is made perfect in weakness.” The apostle concludes, “Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses so that Christ’s power may rest on me. When I am weak, than I am strong.”

What makes you weak? What challenges you during the Christmas season? What zaps your strength? Maybe it is a family gathering; maybe it is gift shopping, maybe it is card writing. Whatever it is, admit you can’t do it on your own. Just say to God, “God, I just can’t do it, not at least under my own power. Lord, give me Your strength! Help me today! After standing in that long line, cry out, “Help me Lord! Give me strength.” Admit your weakness, admit that you need Him. 
Which is the point of a wonderful holiday movie, It’s a Wonderful Life.  I think it is popular today because George Bailey epitomizes us  —   we are George Bailey. George is having an awful time in his life, all because he is trying to do it in his own strength. During the whole film he tries to live by his own ingenuity, his own finesse, and wisdom. A mistake is made and everything unravels.  Even then, he tries to fix it, but he can’t. At one point he prays but, in the rest of the film (until the end) he still tries to handle things himself. You can tell that he is still in charge of his life rather than giving it over to God and his guidance. At the moment George acknowledges that he can’t do it with out Clarence’s help (Clarence is a metaphor or a symbol for God’s presence in his life); when he says, finally, “Clarence, get me back! I want to live again!”; when he acknowledges that he can’t do it on his own anymore; when he gives up on his own strength; then he finds a new vision for life, great joy, and a new perspective. The same thing is true with us. We will experience this when we come to the end of ourselves and say, “God, I can’t do it on my own strength.  I need you.” Submit yourself to Him. As you do, do this third thing… 

The third thing we need to do to tap into God’s power is to align ourselves with His will. Align yourself to His will. So often I hear people quote this one phrase. They see it almost as a blank check from God. The phrase is this, “Ask whatever you wish, (and this) and it will be given to you.” (John 15:7) Now that is a sentence in Scripture, “Ask whatever you wish.” What do you wish for? Imagine what you could put on that list? You know, it is in Scripture: All I have to do is wish for it. Ask God and I will have it. Well, wait a minute. There is a sentence right before that line which says, “If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you will.” I hear a lot of people say, “God is all powerful - He can do anything.” That is not a truthful statement. God cannot do everything and God will not do everything. God will only empower us in our lives for those things which are in line with His will. God will not run contrary to his purposes. So as you give up on your own strength during the holiday season and submit yourself to God, it is important to then ask this question, “Lord, what is it in my Christmas celebration, in my preparation, that is not in line with the meaning of your holiday?” You know, I think the reason why a lot of people run around during Christmas exhausted is because their Christmas traditions are not in line with God’s will. As a result, God does not empower them. God does not give them strength because He will not give us his power for things that are not in line with His will! Yet, if we put our traditions in line with his will, if our traditions are not distractions but are stars that lead us to Christ, it is those things that he will empower us to do. Everything else he will allow to zap our strength and to exhaust us. So again I encourage you to ask this question, “Lord, what is not in line with the true meaning of the Christmas season. Then let go of those things. God will not empower what is not in line with His will. 

Fourth, if you want to tap into God’s strength during the Christmas season, and for your life in general, ask Him!  James 4:2 says, “You have not because you ask not.” All you have to do is ask. On November 20 I preached a message on how to share your faith during the Thanksgiving Season. I am interested in hearing your stories. What happened over the Thanksgiving meal? Was it a time of peace? Did God give you an opportunity to share your faith, or to demonstrate His love and grace to others? If you have a story, e-mail it to me or tell me after the service. 
I know a lot of people have experienced having a question asked of them and really not knowing an answer. Then all of a sudden one comes and they give an answer, and afterwards they say, “Wow! That was a good answer! I didn’t even know that answer. God just gave it to me!” I had the experience several times. One in particular, I remember, was in college. A college buddy was studying about stewardship. He knew tithing was the minimum, not the ceiling. He asked this important question, “Okay, how much should I give? I can imagine giving to God until nothing’s left. So what is the ceiling?” I had never even read this passage, but all of a sudden this answer came to me and I just blurted it out. I said, “I think the ceiling is give until you can no longer give cheerfully. That is your limit; your limit is giving until you can no longer give it cheerfully.” Days later I was still chewing on that answer. It was a good one but I didn’t know where it came from. I just blurted it out. It was not an answer I would have given. Later on I came across this passage that says the very thing, “God loves a cheerful giver.” (2 Corinthians 9:7)

There are times where God will enable you to do things beyond your imagination or even beyond your knowledge. So again, what is it you need strength for? I know one thing I need strength for: My older daughter’s Christmas list! She gave it to me. To those who have raised children…When they hit thirteen does the gift list increase in price? There is nothing under $100.00. I nearly had a heart attack! I need strength right now. What is it you need strength for? Maybe it is going to the Mall, or maybe it is Christmas card writing or maybe it is putting up the Christmas tree. I consider it a good year putting up the Christmas tree if I don’t lose my temper. The Christmas tree is my undoing. I don’t know about some of you guys but it is my undoing! I don’t know why. But I had a good year this year. Maybe you struggle with family gatherings or the office Christmas party. What do you need strength for? Ask God for strength and He will give it!
The last step for plugging into God’s strength during the Christmas is: Act on the things that He tells you to do out of obedience.  As you admit your weakness and submit yourself to God. As you align yourself and your Christmas tradition with God’s will. As you celebrate Christmas, purposefully, do what ever He tells you to do. Again the DISCIPLES CLASS and I were studying the patriarch and in the book of Joshua we came upon an interesting passage about how they crossed the Jordan River. Let me read it to you. It’s Joshua 3:15 & 16. As I read it, ask yourself the question, “When did they experience God’s strength and power?” 


 “Now the Jordan is at flood stage. Yet as soon as the priests who carried the ark reach the Jordan and 
their feet touched the water’s edge, the water from upstream stopped flowing. It piled up in a heap.” 
Now, when did they experience God’s power and strength? If it was us there, we would say, “God part the waters and I will walk through it.” But God says, “No, you walk in the water and then I will part it.” That is when we experience the power and strength of God. If you want the power to speak, the power to share your faith then you need to open your mouth. Don’t pray,  “God take away my fear and then I will speak.” Open your mouth and speak and He will take your fear away and give you the words to say. One word to say during this Christmas season is: MERRY CHRISTIMAS! May God give you the strength to say Merry Christmas to everyone! 
If you need power to reconcile, and a lot of families have divisions in them, Christmas is a good time to reconcile. If you need to reconcile with someone, if you are in a strained relationship with someone, don’t pray, “God make it right. God reconcile the relationship. Lord, help them to forgive me!” Instead, pick up the phone or go to the person and tell them you are sorry and own up to being part of the problem. As you do God will reconcile the relationship. If you have an anger problem, the moment you feel yourself getting ready to lose it, walk away or count to ten and while you are mentally counting to ten pray: “God take away my anger. Why am I so angry?” Act on the things God tells you in obedience to Him. 
Have you ever heard of Yates Pool? Yates Pool is one of the most famous oil fields, actually the richest oil field, in the United States. “It was during the depression this field was a sheep ranch owned by a man named Yates. Mr. Yates wasn’t able to make enough on his ranching operation to pay the principal and interest on the mortgage, so he was in danger of losing his ranch. With little money for clothes or food his family, like many others, had to live on government subsidy. Day after day, as he grazed his sheep over those rolling west Texas hills, he was no doubt greatly troubled about how he would pay his bills. Then a seismographic crew from an oil company came into the area and told him that there might be oil on his land. They asked for permission to drill a wildcat well. He signed a leased contract. At 1,115 feet they struck a huge oil reserve. The first well came in at 80,000 barrels a day, many subsequent wells were more than twice as large. In fact thirty years later after the discovery, a government test of one of the wells shows that it still had the potential of 125,000 barrels of oil a day. Mr. Yates owned it all. The day he purchased the land he received the oil and mineral rights. He had been living on relief, a multimillionaire, multibillionaire now, living in poverty. What was the problem? He didn’t know the oil was there, even though he owned it.”

 The reality is we, ourselves, are sitting on the incredible reserve of power and strength for us in Christ. All we have to do is plug into it! All we have to do is drill our bit and tap into God’s resources. May you do that this holiday season and receive his strength for whatever you need strength for. Let’s pray Heavenly Father you are there for us. In you there is the “voice of the Lord which breaks the cedar,” “the voice of the Lord that gives strength to his people.” Lord, slow us down to tap into it. Help us to admit we can’t do it on our own. Help us, in each of those moments where we struggle or become stressed, to affirm your presence and fully lean upon you. Help us to align on ourselves to your purposes. Help us to keep Christ at the center of our holiday and when in need, help us to cry out to you, to ask for your help, and to act on what you tell us to do. Whatever you lead us to do, Lord help us to act on it. Through it all, give us your strength. We pray all these things in Christ name. Amen.   
