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Isn’t it great to be in Christnas season? | really
enjoy the festivities of this season; and with the early
Thanksgi ving, we actually have nore tine to celebrate it
this year. The next three Sundays at Bethany will be so
special. In fact, you won’t want to m ss a Sunday in
Decenber. Even the Sunday after Christmas is wonderfully
pl anned. |If you cone here, the next four weeks and don’t
find yourself personally strengthened and tugged by j oy,
then you wll have to be dead or very close to it.

Thi s Sunday, however, | want us to look back a little.
This fall we discussed our mission. W have a call: Go and

bring people to faith and freedomin Jesus Christ. That is



our business. W are not in the business of producing
exciting worship services, although | amexcited as we
worship. We are not in the business of attracting
Christians, although God calls us to |ove, serve, teamwth
and devel op believers as disciples. W are not in the

busi ness of grow ng big, although God desires every person
in our conmmunity to experience salvation in Jesus Christ and
fellowship in H's church. Al these things m ght happen and
real ly shoul d happen; they are not uninportant; yet they are
not our primary business. Qur business is going and
bringing people to faith and freedomin Jesus Christ. In
doing so, we are not nerely bringing people to worship.
Faith and freedomis not an automatic result of attending
worship. Faith and freedomflows froma relationship with
Jesus Christ. W establish a relationship with Jesus by
repenting fromour way of life and turning to Jesus as “the
way.” There are five values, however, that guide us in
devel opi ng that relationshinp.

Last Tuesday night, fifteen of our nenbers gathered and
prayed together as we do nonthly. Prayer is really a
supernatural link to God. W saw God answer prayer. W saw
supernatural |ove. Sone of us wept. All of us |aughed.

Talk to any of the fifteen, and they will tell you about

their experience of a divine love that is fresh and



gripping. Prayer is your supernatural link to God.
Consequently, a goal of this body is to help people pray.

A second value is fellowship. | want every one of you
to experience friendships that renew and awaken you to God’s
generosity and nmercy. Fellowship is your redenptive
connection. God devel ops people, corrects people, and
strengt hens peopl e through fell owship.

A third value is worship. Wrship corrects our vision
There is a redenptive plan that is unfolding for you and ne,
and it so wonderful that heaven cel ebrates. Heaven is aware
of our sadness and pain; yet it celebrates an unfol ding
victory for us that is greater than our pain. Wrship
corrects our vision and helps us get a grip. W not only
get a grip. W get ataste. W get a taste of the joy God
has for the world. “Joy to the world.” In worship, we can
taste that.

A fourth value to guide us is mnistry. W were nade
in the imge of God. Every one of us has a deeper desire to
contribute than to consune. God made us that way. CQur
creator wired us to mnister. Each of us has alife
calling. Wen we work init, we see God's greatness. |
want to encourage you, even prod you, to discern and enbrace

your life calling.



Four critical values that help people experience faith
and freedom are prayer, fellowship, worship and mnistry.
Yet there is one nore thing. There is one nore value. |If
this val ue escapes you, you' Il never fully grasp God’'s
amazi ng | ove.

Christrmas offers us a glinpse of it. Christnas
confronts us wwth a historical truth. It remnds us that in
the cal endar of history God in his |love sent his one and
only Son to |live anong us, to suffer with us and to die for
us. God’'s own Son cane as a vul nerabl e baby, raised in
occupied territory and dependent upon the care of inperfect
parents. (If you are a teenager and your parents
occasionally get on your nerves, Jesus had that experience.
In fact, there is a story in the gospel of John where Jesus
as a young adult sounds upset with his nother.) God s son
shared our experiences. Even nore, God’'s own Son cane to
save peopl e rather than condem them

The Christmas story reveals that God prefers to save
peopl e rat her than condemn people. God prefers to save you
rat her than condemm you. God prefers to save your nei ghbor,
God prefers to save your famly nenber, God prefers to save
the prodigals rather than condemm them

When Jesus was young, he studied the Hebrew Scri ptures.

Especially he studied the five books of Law. In the book of



Nunbers, he read about the journey Israel took from Egypt to
Pal estine, the Prom sed Land. He read how at one point,
many |sraelites becane disgusted and weary. The journey was
taking too long. They lost faith. They started a revolt.
As they canped, hundreds of poi sonous snakes (maybe even

t housands) invaded the site. Men, wonen, youth and children
were getting bitten. Few, if any, were surviving. Tears
were shed as panic spread. People cane in sorrow and
regret, asking Moses to pray for them In response to
Moses’ prayer, God told himto fashion a snake and place it
on a pole. Al who were bitten that | ooked at that snake
woul d |ive.

God’s Spirit revealed to Jesus that people were
suffering simlarly in his day. God’ s peopl e were dying
fromthe bites of spiritual serpents. The venom of these
vi pers was not nerely sickening, but lethal. This poison
was exacting a spiritual, enotional and physical toll.
Peopl e were crying out for help. God' s Spirit showed Jesus
that his Father was responding. Just as that bronze snake
had been lifted up. Jesus would be lifted up, and all who
| ooked to Jesus would |ive.

Jesus not only understood his call. He understood his
Father’s heart. God’s heart is with his dying children.

God’s heart is with his poisoned people. God s heart caused



himto send and sacrifice his Son. Although people, made in
the image of God, are responsi ble and accountable for their
choices, they are sick with a poison. Yet God is not
interested in themdying. God is not interested in them
bei ng condermed. God’'s heart is for their life.

When you and | | ook to Jesus and find forgiveness, when
you and | ook to himand taste | ove, when you and | |look to
Jesus and enbrace a new |ife, we becone w tnesses of God' s
heart and work. As w tnesses, we know God's heart. W know
that God’s heart is for people who are just as undeserving
as we are. W know that God’'s nercy extends to people as
guilty as we were. Wen you and | reach out to others
affected by that deadly poison, when we pray for them and
serve them we are letting God’s heart affect our heart. W
are letting God’s Spirit direct our spirit. As God' s fills
our hearts with patience, nercy, tenderness and conpassi on
for unbelieving people, we taste God's |ove for us even
nmore. Paradoxically, people grow nost as they reach out,
and in serving those estranged from Christ, we enbrace our

Fat her’s heart and priority.



