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It was an old movie even by the time I was born, and yet millions of people watch it every Christmas – “It’s A Wonderful Life” starring James Stewart, Donna Reed and Lionel Barrymore.  Since it was released in 1947, I don’t think I’m taking a risk of spoiling the ending for anyone by telling you the plot.  Here’s the story.
George Bailey spent his entire life giving of himself to the people of Bedford Falls. He always wanted to travel the world but never had the opportunity to in large part because his presence was required in Bedford Falls to prevent that old skinflint Mr. Potter from taking over the entire town. The only thing preventing Potter from doing just that was George’s modest building and loan company, which was founded by his generous father. But one Christmas Eve, George’s Uncle Billy misplaces $8,000 of the business’ money. The unscrupulous Potter finds the lost money and hides it from Billy. When the bank examiner discovers the shortage later that night, George realizes that he will be held responsible and sent to jail and the company will collapse, which will allow Potter to take over the town. When George appeals to Potter for mercy, Potter makes a mean joke about George being worth more dead than alive, which leads George to conclude that the best thing he can do for his family is to take his own life.  But a gentle angel named Clarence comes to earth to intervene and to help George gain a new perspective on the value and meaning of his life. Clarence magically shows George what things would have been like in Bedford Falls if George had never been born. In a nightmarish vision in which the Potter-controlled town is sunk in various stages of debauchery, George sees that those he most loves are either dead, ruined, or miserable. George finally comes to realize just how many lives he touched in a positive way and that his life has truly been a wonderful one.  Here’s a short clip: Show Video Clip.
And the moral of the story is both obvious and profound – a wonderful life is not necessarily a comfortable life.  It’s not necessarily an adventurous life.  It’s not necessarily a life of fame and fortune.  A wonderful life is a life that makes a difference.  For the most part we believe that, at least in theory.  But I think there’s a reason this movie, despite being so old, continues to be such a holiday favorite and continues to touch so many of us so deeply.  I think most of us still aren’t sure that our lives make much of a difference.  Oh, some people would miss us.  If I weren’t around, for example, the 49ers would win fewer games because they wouldn’t have me sitting in my lucky chair wearing my lucky jersey.  My dogs would get far fewer walks.  Arby’s would take a hit to its bottom line.  But frankly we want more than to know that we would be missed.  We want to know that our lives made a difference.
The Gospel of Luke begins the telling of the Christmas story by recounting the birth not of Jesus but of Jesus’ cousin, a man we have come to call John the Baptist, born quite miraculously to the elderly priest Zechariah and his gray-haired wife Elizabeth.  And in reading the account of John’s life in the context of the Christmas account, we are reminded of this profoundly important truth – a wonderful life is not necessarily a life of comfort or affluence or celebrity; a wonderful life is a life that makes a difference.

 A Wonderful Life Isn’t Always An Easy Life
Let me take a few minutes to introduce you to the wonderful but hardly easy life of John the Baptist.  Much of Luke 1 is the story of John’s miraculous birth.  In much the same way that Isaac was born to Abraham and Sarah when Sarah was past child-bearing age, and much like the prophet Samuel was born to Elkanah and Hannah after years of infertility, John is born to Zechariah and his elderly wife Elizabeth through the direct intervention of God.  If you recall the story from last Sunday, Zechariah, a priest, is in the Holy Place offering a sacrifice of incense to God when the angel Gabriel makes a startling entrance and gives Zechariah some very unexpected news.  Here’s what Gabriel has to say:
“Do not be afraid, Zechariah; your prayer has been heard.  Your wife Elizabeth will bear you a son, and you are to give him the name John.  He will be a joy and delight to you, and many will rejoice because of his birth, for he will be great in the sight of the Lord.  He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth.  Many of the people of Israel will he bring back to the Lord their God.  And he will go on before the power of Elijah, to turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous – to make ready a people prepared for the Lord.” (Luke 1:13-17)  
Now this certainly sounds like John the Baptist is destined to have a wonderful life.  You’ve heard the phrase “destined for greatness.”  But how many times have you heard an angel say that someone was destined for greatness?  That’s what the angel Gabriel tells Zechariah about the son that hasn’t even been born to him yet, that this son will be great.  And notice who is going to think he’s great.  It’s not that his t-ball coach will think he’s great, or that his math teacher will think he’s great, or that his girlfriend will think he’s great – “he will be great in the sight of the Lord.”  
And John also seems to get an unfair advantage in the whole “wonderful life” thing.  John won’t just be empowered by the Spirit of God at some point in his life for some specific task; John “will be filled with the Holy Spirit even from birth.”  In fact, it seems apparent from Luke’s account that John was filled with the Holy Spirit even before he was born, even while he was in his mother’s womb.  Do you remember what happened when Mary, who was pregnant with Jesus, visited Elizabeth, who was pregnant with John?  “At that time Mary got ready and hurried to a town in the hill country of Judea, where she entered Zechariah’s home and greeted Elizabeth.  When Elizabeth heard Mary’s greeting, the baby leaped in her womb, and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.”  (Luke 1:39-41)  And here’s what Elizabeth told Mary: “As soon as the sound of your greeting reached my ears, the baby in my womb leaped for joy.” (Luke 1:44)  So even as an unborn child, John was able to recognize that the voice of Mary was the voice of the woman who was carrying the promised Messiah.  That’s pretty unusual; that’s pretty amazing.  Clearly John seems to have a head start on the whole “wonderful life” thing if the Holy Spirit is at work in him and through him even before he’s born into this world.
But the Bible is very clear about this – John’s life was anything but easy.  We don’t know anything about John’s childhood, but when we do catch up with him as an adult, do you remember where he’s living?  He’s not living in a resort.  There is no three bedroom, two bath house for him to call home.  Home for John is the desert of Judea, or as many simply call it, the wilderness.  And John has a bit of an odd diet and a rather unusual wardrobe.  Here’s what the Gospels tell us:  “John wore clothing made of camel’s hair, with a leather belt around his waist; and he ate locusts and wild honey.” (Mark 1:6)  Have you ever watched the reality show “Survivor”?  Do you know how some of those folks look after a few weeks in the wilderness, how dirty and scraggly and haggard they can be?  Ever watched them have to eat some really disgusting things to stay alive?  From all we know, that was how John lived all the time.  He lived in the wilderness, a desert, a place where it is very hot in the summer and very cold in the winter.  He doesn’t own a change of clothes.  He eats whatever he can find, whatever creature can survive in a desert.  It is anything but an easy life.
Oh, and as best we know, John had no family.  What woman would want to marry him, after all?  And who would want to invite someone like that over for the holidays?  I mean, we’ve all got some weird uncles in our families – actually, in our family, I’m pretty sure I’m the weird uncle – but I don’t think you can get any weirder than a guy who lives on a diet of locusts and wild honey.
Here’s something else we usually think goes along with living a wonderful life – popularity.  Have you been to the musical “Wicked” yet up in San Francisco?  If you haven’t you have likely seen the commercials for it on TV, and those commercials usually feature one of the perkiest songs in the musical called “Popular.”  Galinda, the good witch of the north, sings this song to Elfie, who later becomes the wicked witch of “The Wizard of Oz” fame, and here’s part of what Galinda says: 
Popular! You’re gonna be popular!
I’ll teach you the proper ploys
When you talk to boys
Little ways to flirt and flounce
I’ll show you what shoes to wear
How to fix your hair
Everything that really counts … To be popular
I’ll help you be popular!
You’ll hang with the right cohorts
You’ll be good at sports
Know the slang you’ve got to know
So let’s start … ‘Cause you’ve got an awfully long way to go.
And surely Galinda is right – to have a wonderful life, you’ve got to be popular.  So even though John’s life wasn’t easy, we have to believe that he was a popular sort of guy.  And he was … in a way.  The Bible says that crowds of people followed him out to the wilderness to see him and to hear him.  But listen to how he handled his popularity; listen to the way he addressed the crowds:  “John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, ‘You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the coming wrath? Produce fruit in keeping with repentance.’” (Luke 3:7-8)  There was definitely something compelling about John the Baptist, something that motivated people to make the journey from Jerusalem to the Jordan River where John was baptizing people.  But clearly John made no effort to be popular.  He didn’t care about what shoes to wear or how to fix his hair; he didn’t take any classes in how to win friends and influence people.  John was a prophet, and in the tradition of the prophets of the Old Testament John minced no words – he told people, even very religious people, that they were sinners who needed to repent.  And as you might expect, that didn’t make John very popular.
But at the very least we would think that to have a wonderful life you’ve got to have a long life.  People who are 20 don’t sit in their recliner and say to themselves, “It’s been a wonderful life!”  Maybe you can do that when you’re 54 – maybe that’s old enough to say, “Yes, it’s been a wonderful life!”  But without pinning down what the age cutoff might be, certainly a wonderful life means a long life.
But a long life was not to be for John the Baptist.  Luke tells us this: “But when John rebuked Herod the tetrarch because of Herodias, his brother’s wife, and all the other evil things he had done, Herod added this to them all: He locked John up in prison.” (Luke 3:19-20)  And John never left prison.  Herod had John decapitated at the request of his daughter in law.  John’s life was not easy.  John never had the joy of being married of or having children.  He lived in the desert, eating locusts to stay alive.  He attracted a lot of attention, but you wouldn’t call him popular.  And his life ended prematurely and brutally.  It’s not a life most of us would look back on and say, “It’s a wonderful life!”
John’s Life Was Wonderful Because He Led People To Jesus
And yet listen to what Jesus has to say about the life John lived: “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John …” (Luke 7:28)  That’s pretty high praise coming from anyone, but it’s especially noteworthy when it’s coming from the lips of Jesus.  As Jesus evaluated John’s life, he sat back and said, “Wow – what a remarkable life!  What a remarkable man!”
So what made John such a great man?  What made his life a wonderful life?  John the Baptist lived a wonderful life because his life made an eternal difference in the lives of scores of people.  Listen to how the Bible describes John’s calling, his mission.  You might remember from the 40 Days of Purpose spiritual journey we took this fall this truth, that we were made for a mission.  John the Baptist was made for a mission, and here is how that mission is described:
John went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the desert, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him. Every valley shall be filled in, every mountain and hill made low.  The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.  And all mankind will see God’s salvation.’” (Luke 3:3-6)  
John’s mission was to prepare the way for the Lord, the Lord Jesus.  And notice the poetic language the Bible uses to describe how John was supposed to carry out his mission.  He was to make the paths straight, to fill in the valleys, to level the mountains and to smooth out the rough ways.  His mission was to remove any barriers that would keep people from meeting Jesus.  His mission was to fill in the potholes, to cut a path through the hills, to level the playing field and to smooth things over so there would be nothing keeping people from Jesus.  
In 1990 Congress passed the Americans With Disabilities Act.  One of the things the ADA requires is for public businesses and schools to eliminate barriers that would deny access to people in wheelchairs.  When we occupied this building in the mid-1990s, we spent about $75,000 building a ramp into the Kingdom Kids area and building a ramp into this auditorium and doing a few other things the ADA required us to do, all very good things.  When my youngest daughter had leg surgery awhile ago and was in a wheelchair, we came to appreciate the ADA that much more.  The mission of the ADA was to make the paths straight, to fill in the valleys, to level the mountains and to smooth out the rough ways to provide equal access to people with disabilities.
That was John’s mission.  His mission was to prepare the way so that people who were disabled by sin could have equal access to Jesus, so that all mankind would have the opportunity to experience forgiveness and salvation.  John was very clear about his mission.  His mission was not to save people himself.  When people asked John if he might possibly be the Messiah, John was very quick to say, “Oh no, that’s not who I am.  I’m not even worthy to tie the shoes of the Messiah.  But I’m here to point the way to him.  He will be here soon, and my job is to get you ready to meet him.  My job is to show you who he is.”

Now in some ways John the Baptist was very much like George Bailey in “It’s A Wonderful Life,” because just like George, John went through a time of serious doubt.  As John sat in prison he began to wonder if he had really gotten it right.  He wondered whether Jesus really was the Messiah, whether he had spent his life pointing people to the right person.  Here’s how the Bible puts it: “John’s disciples told him about all these things.  Calling two of them, John sent them to the Lord to ask, ‘Are you the one who was to come, or should we expect someone else?’” (Luke 7:18-19)  When John’s followers asked that question of Jesus, Jesus didn’t just blow them off; Jesus didn’t say, “Hey, you just gotta have faith!”  Jesus said, “Go back to John and tell him what you hear and see.  Tell John that just as the Hebrew Scriptures predicted, the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the good news is preached to the poor.”  In something like the way Clarence the angel helped George Bailey see life from a different and healthier perspective, Jesus helps John to see that his life has been lived well, that he has accomplished his mission, that he has pointed people to the right person, that he has made a difference that will last for eternity.  John the Baptist was made for a mission, and by fulfilling that mission he lived a wonderful life.
My Life Can Be Wonderful  
And we can have a life even more wonderful than the man Jesus said was greater than anyone who was born of a woman.  I actually didn’t read you everything Jesus said in that quote; here’s the whole thing: “I tell you, among those born of women there is no one greater than John; yet the one who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he.” (Luke 7:28)  It’s a bit of an odd thought, isn’t it?  What could Jesus mean by that?  Most Bible scholars tell us it means something like this.  By the phrase “the one who is least in the kingdom of God,” Jesus is referring to all of us who live in the time after Jesus’ death on the cross and his resurrection from the dead.  We who follow Jesus now have a tremendous advantage over John the Baptist.  When John was pointing people to Jesus and telling people to follow Jesus, Jesus was yet to do the things he had come to do to save the world from its sin.  John was acting on faith that Jesus would someday do what the Hebrew Scriptures said he would do.  But for us, that’s all history.  It’s already happened.  We don’t have to tell our friends, “Hey, there’s this guy named Jesus, and he’s pretty special, and I’m really hoping that he can do something to help you.”  We get to tell our friends, “Look, here are the facts.  God came to earth in the person of his Son Jesus – that’s what Christmas is about.  And history tells us that this Jesus lived a perfect life, that he died on the cross for the sins of the world, and that he rose from the dead.  You can read it for yourself if you want; it’s all right here, in these four short books called the Gospels!”
And that’s how you and I can live a wonderful life.  You don’t need lots of money to live a wonderful life.  You don’t need nice clothes, a big house and a fast new car to live a wonderful life.  You don’t need to be popular to live a wonderful life.  You don’t even need to live a long life to live a wonderful life.  When we point people to Jesus, our lives will be wonderful lives.  Like John the Baptist, you and I were made for a mission.  Our mission isn’t to save people.  We can’t do that.  We don’t have the qualifications.  Our mission is to point people to the Savior.  Our mission is to remove the barriers that keep people from Jesus, to level the playing field, to smooth the way, to give everyone equal access to the one person who can save them from their sin, and that’s Jesus, the Christ child, born on Christmas Day.  
Let me try to be practical about this as we close.  Christmas is one of the easiest times of the year for us to talk to people about Jesus.  In many ways people need us to point them to Jesus at this time of year, to point them past all those things that distract folks from seeing the Jesus who is the reason for the season.  At one Christmas pageant the pageant director planned to focus on the truth that Jesus is the light of the world, and so she told the people running the lights to turn out all the lights at the end of the pageant except a very bright light that was in the manger.  By mistake the light folks turned off all the lights, including the manger light.  After a few awkward moments of silence, one of the youngsters playing the part of the shepherd yelled out, “Hey, you switched off Jesus!”

 And that sometimes happens at Christmas – Jesus somehow gets switched off.  So how can we switch him back on?  How can we make the paths straight and make Jesus accessible to our friends and neighbors?  Here are three obstacles that I think keep people from Jesus.  One is questions.  People have questions about who Jesus really is, about how we can know that Jesus is the savior of the world, how we can know the Bible is true.  People have genuine doubts about Jesus.  And you know that because you’ve had them too.  So how can you help make Jesus accessible to people who have doubts?  One possibility is to give them a book, maybe “The Case For The Real Jesus” by Lee Strobel.  Or take them to a website that addresses their questions.  If your friend doesn’t like to read but would be willing to watch some short video answers to their questions, go to Lee’s website at www.leestrobel.com and watch how Lee and others respond to people’s questions about Jesus and the Bible.  
Here’s another obstacle that keeps people from Jesus – grumpy Christians.  If people know I’m a Christian and they see me being grumpy and rude and agitated, especially at Christmas, I’m thinking that just might be a turn off.  That’s switching Jesus off.  That’s putting obstacles in people’s way instead of making the path straight and filling in the pothole.  In fact, that’s what I am if I’m a grumpy Christian – a pothole, a bump in the road, an obstacle.  So let’s remove that barrier; let’s make sure people see that following Jesus really does bring us joy.
And here’s a third obstacle – Satan.  The Bible says that Satan’s mission is to blind the eyes of people so they can’t see the truth about the Savior.  So how do we deal with that?  We pray.  We lift our voice to heaven and ask our Heavenly Father to defeat Satan’s intentions and to open the eyes of those we love to the truth about Jesus. 

So let me close by asking you this question – who in your life needs to meet your Savior?  Your mission – your God-given mission – is not to save your friend, but to make it as easy as possible for that friend to encounter the Christ of Christmas.  And one of the most effective and powerful ways you can make a difference in the life of your friend is to pray for them.  If you want to have a wonderful life, give yourself heart and soul to the mission God has given you.  Make an eternal difference in the lives of those you love.  And doing that starts with prayer.
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