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“It’s the most wonderful time of the year,” says the song, and in many ways it is.  If you’re a child you’re looking forward to opening your presents on Christmas Day.  If you’re a student you’re looking forward to a two week break from school.  If you work for a high tech company, you’re looking forward to two weeks of unpaid mandatory shut down.  If you’re a wife and a mom, you’re looking forward to battling the crowds to shop for Christmas presents for your kids, your husband, your parents, your in-laws and, just in case your husband forgets, for yourself.  Then there are the work parties, the neighborhood parties, the school parties, and the family parties – all fun, but all requiring you to bring a baked good and a present to exchange.  

So, yeah, it’s kind of a busy time of year, isn’t it?  And for those of you who travel to visit family, it’s even more challenging.  I remember well taking our three young kids back to Minnesota for Christmas, which involved a plane trip from San Jose to Los Angeles to Dallas to Chicago to Minneapolis – a trip, by the way, you only do once.

In fact, it’s easy for us to get so overwhelmed by the duties of the holidays that we forget the beauty of the holidays.  We can quickly get so caught up in the pace of the holidays that we forget the purpose of the holidays.  So this morning, as we conclude our brief series on being a family on purpose, we want to spend a few minutes talking about how to make the most of the holidays as a family by celebrating the holidays on purpose.

And to help us do that we’re going to see if we can learn some lessons from the way the people of the Old Testament celebrated their holidays.  By the way, our word “holiday” is a contraction of the two words “holy day.”  A holiday is more than a day we don’t get mail; a holiday is a holy day.  In Old Testament times the people of Israel were commanded by God to celebrate their holy days with feasts.  There were seven feasts that God commanded his people to celebrate, each of which involved a fair amount of effort, were celebrated with great joy, and were commemorated for a purpose.  If you’ve ever read through the Old Testament you’ve read about each of these feasts, though you probably read over the details of each feasts fairly quickly because those details are pretty boring to those of us who don’t celebrate those holidays anymore.  Now I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking, “Pastor, would you please explain the details of each of the seven Old Testament feasts to us this morning?  That sounds so interesting to us!”  Well I am sorry to say that we don’t have time to do that today, but I will keep in mind that you asked me to do that.  But I am going to give you a very brief overview of the Old Testament feasts so that we can learn how to make the most of our own holidays by celebrating them on purpose.  

Here are the names of the seven Old Testament feasts – Passover, the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Firstfruits, Pentecost, the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles.  These feasts are still observed today, by the way.  The purpose of each feast was to remember and to give thanks for God’s intervention in the lives of his people.  In the case of Passover the purpose was to remember and give thanks for God’s miraculous deliverance of the Israelites from the Egyptians who had enslaved God’s people for about 430 years.  The purpose of the Feast of Tabernacles was to remember and give thanks for the way God provided for his people during the 40 years they wandered in the desert after they escaped from Egypt and before they entered into the Promised Land.  To remember those days the people of Israel would build booths and live in them for one week; it would be like us putting up a tent in the back yard and living out of a tent for a week.  But the purpose of the holiday wasn’t to be uncomfortable; it was to celebrate God’s gracious provision for the needs of his people.  Here’s how the feast is described in the Book of Deuteronomy:

Celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles for seven days after you have gathered the produce of your threshing floor and your winepress.  Be joyful at your Feast … For seven days celebrate the Feast to the Lord your God at the place the Lord will choose.  For the Lord your God will bless you in all your harvest and in all the work of your hands, and your joy will be complete.  (Deuteronomy 16:13-15)
Celebrate God’s Grace
So here’s the first purpose we need to keep front and center as we enter the holiday season – the purpose of the holidays is to celebrate, in specific to celebrate God’s grace and his love and his goodness to us.  What God commands us to do is to celebrate; he tells us as his people very specifically to “be joyful.”  

Now I know that Christmas long ago became very commercialized.  One of the reasons Christmas can be stressful for many of us is the high cost of buying gifts.  And while most of us would probably be wise to cut back in how much we spend on Christmas, I am not one of those pastors who thinks it’s a sin to splurge on those we love and appreciate.  Quite frankly, the feasts of the Old Testament were somewhat extravagant.  The Feast of Tabernacles, for example, lasted an entire week – an entire week of celebrating and eating and enjoying what God had provided.  So let me give you permission to enjoy Christmas and New Year’s to the fullest.  Enjoy the Christmas cookies and cakes, enjoy the chocolate treats, enjoy drinking Diet Coke, enjoy the music, enjoy the decorations and enjoy each other.  In the words of God, “Be joyful at your Feast!”  

But remember as you celebrate what it is you are celebrating.  You are celebrating what God has done for you.  At Passover God’s people celebrated how God miraculously delivered them from slavery.  At the Feast of Tabernacles God’s people celebrated how God miraculously provided food and water for them for 40 years while they lived on the go in a desert.  And at Christmas we celebrate the miracle that God entered into our world as a baby, a baby who grew to be a man who died on the cross for the sins of the world.  Christmas is not a celebration of how well our favorite college football team did or how well our business did.  Christmas is a time to celebrate God’s grace toward us demonstrated in the birth, life and death of his Son Jesus.  

So by all means, the holidays should be a time of great joy and fun.  God commands us to delight ourselves in his love; he commands us to be exuberant in our joy.  But what we need to help our families keep in mind as we celebrate is the purpose of our celebration.  The purpose of our feasting and our fun is to remember what God has done and to honor God for what he has done.  It’s fine for our kids to enjoy Santa and Frosty and Rudolph and all the other stories that have come to be part of Christmas.  But let’s be sure that our kids understand that the central story of Christmas, the story we celebrate at Christmas, is the story of Jesus’ birth, a story that really happened and that really matters.

And one of the ways we can do that is by retelling and reenacting what happened at Christmas.  That, for example, is what God told the people of Israel to do during the Feast of Tabernacles.  The point of building and staying in these flimsy booths for a week was for the people to reenact how their ancestors lived.  At Passover the people of Israel would retell the story of Passover in great detail and the eating of Passover was done as a reenactment of the first Passover meal.  

One of the things I’ve done every Christmas I’ve ever celebrated is to read out loud the Christmas story from Matthew 1 and Luke 2 with my family.  Growing up we always went to our grandparents’ house for Christmas.  We would have a huge meal together, filled with lots of stories and laughter.  Then, after the dishes were done, we would gather by the Christmas tree that was surrounded by presents, and go through our routine.  First we would sing seven or eight Christmas carols together, led by my tone-deaf grandmother.  Then my brother or I would read the Christmas story from Luke 2.  Then my grandfather would pray the longest prayer you’ve ever heard.  So when we finally got around to opening presents, I was very clear what it was we were celebrating – we were celebrating the birth in history of Jesus the Christ, the Savior of the world.  So let me encourage you to find your own creative ways of making sure your family is very clear about the purpose behind all the gifts and the food and the parties – the purpose is to remember, to thank, and to honor the God who became flesh.

Connect With Each Other
Here’s a second way to make the most of the holidays by celebrating them with purpose – connect with each other.  Listen to what God tells his people, again from the Book of Deuteronomy:  “Three times a year all your men must appear before the Lord your God at the place he will choose: at the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Weeks and the Feast of Tabernacles.” (Deuteronomy 16:16)  

Through the years it became traditional for all the people of Israel, and not just the men, to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem three times a year to celebrate these three feasts together.  So in addition to being a time to celebrate, these feasts were times to connect.  God didn’t want his people staying in their own homes and having their own private ceremonies.  These were community events.  These were moments to be shared.  

Now this is an area I can grow in.  For one thing, I’m never been one who was quick to say, “Let’s have a party.  Let’s have people over.  Let’s go out as a group.”  Many of you are much better at this than I am; you get that one of the purposes of the holidays is to make connections with people.  So let me just affirm you for doing that, and encourage the rest of us who can be more private to stretch ourselves and to make more of an effort to share our holidays with other people.  

Here’s a suggestion you might consider to make this easier for you.  Instead of trying to make up something to do with other people, think of something you already enjoy doing and invite a bunch of people to do it with you.  Some of us like to go to the movies, and there are a lot of good ones that usually come out at the holidays.  So why not invite a bunch of folks to go to the movies and then to go out for ice cream afterwards and talk about the movie you just saw.  Maybe it would be fun for you to invite some folks to go shopping with you.  Personally I can’t think of anything more painful, but it might be fun for you.  One thing I enjoy during the holidays is watching college bowl games, like the Rose Bowl and all the others.  I would actually love to watch those games with a bunch of folks, so if that’s something you would like to do please let me know.  

And maybe some of us need to be more willing to say “yes” when we get the invitation to the neighborhood party or the work party or the youth group party or the school party.  Our first thought is, “Well I don’t know any of those people.”  I imagine the people of Israel could have said the same thing when God told all of them to get together in Jerusalem three times a year to have a party in his honor.  But that was the purpose – God wanted his people to connect with each other.  

Here’s something our Wednesday night small group did recently.  We invited the YAC group over for dinner.  We said, “We want to make dinner for you guys and get to know you, so please come to our house and let us cook for you.”  Fortunately the YAC group cleans up pretty well and is fairly well behaved; we were kind of nervous about it, but I can tell you now that it all went pretty well.  So maybe that’s something your group can do for the holidays – invite another group in the church over for a party.  Or maybe this would be a great opportunity to make a connection with some people in your neighborhood.  Invite some folks over for dinner or desert, get to know them, and maybe let them see how you make Jesus the centerpiece of your home for Christmas.

And certainly the holidays is a time to connect with family.  Many of us, I know, have pretty difficult family situations.  Many of us would love to make connections with our family but for one reason or another that’s not possible.  But for those of us who can, don’t pass up this opportunity to make connections.  Just like the Jewish feasts, Christmas is a holiday to be shared.  Make the most of these holidays by making connections.

Contribute To Those In Need  

Here’s a third way to make the most of the holidays by celebrating the holidays on purpose – contribute to the needy.  Another of the Jewish holidays was called the Feast of Weeks, also known as Pentecost.  It’s a two day holiday that is celebrated 50 days after Passover; it is a celebration of the spring harvest and a time to remember when God gave the Ten Commandments and the Law to Israel. But listen to what God says about how to celebrate this feast: “Then celebrate the Feast of Weeks to the Lord your God by giving a freewill offering in proportion to the blessings the Lord your God has given you.”  (Deuteronomy 16:10)  And in Leviticus God gives these instructions concerning the Feast of Weeks: “When you reap the harvest of your land, do not reap to the very edges of your field or gather the gleanings of your harvest.  Leave them for the poor and the aliens.  I am the Lord your God.” (Leviticus 23:22)  

Now let’s be sure to notice this.  God never says, “You should feel guilty that you have more than the poor.”  God never says, “You shouldn’t use your money on throwing parties and having celebrations.”  God very clearly commands us as his people to enjoy ourselves and to celebrate and to eat to our heart’s content.  But he also wants us to be sure we notice those around us who don’t have what we have and to share some of what we have with them.  

And that’s why we it is right for us to participate in Operation Christmas Child; that’s why it’s right for us to bring our gently used possessions to the Free Market to simply give them away.  That’s why we buy towels and blankets to give to people whose only bed is at a shelter.  That’s why we take turkeys and hams to Second Harvest Food Bank.  That, the Bible says, is one of the purposes of celebrating the holidays, to contribute to the needs of other people.  And that’s something we need to make sure we help our kids understand, and the best way to do that is to find ways for them to participate.  Take them shopping with you if you’re getting groceries to give away.  Take them with you to the Second Harvest Food Bank so they know where it is and see what it does.  Maybe they’re at the age where they can be part of a family budget discussion where you say, “This is how much we can spend for Christmas this year, and this is how much we have set aside to give to people who are in need.”

A mother and father of adult children came up with a creative way to help their family keep this principle central at Christmas.  They told their kids not to buy them anything for Christmas, but instead to do something each Christmas season for someone in need and then to write out the story of their generosity and read that story to the parents on Christmas.  One of their sons was a police officer, and one year he told how he had arrested a man and then paid for his bail out of his own pocket so the man could be with his family for the holidays.  Now maybe you’re like me and you’re thinking, “Well I still kind of like to get presents, so I’m not sure I want to tell my kids not to get me anything.”  So maybe in addition to getting you a tie or History Channel DVD for Christmas, you can ask your kids to write out for you a story of something kind they did for someone else and then share that story with you as a Christmas gift.  But one way or another we need as families to make the most of the holidays by celebrating on purpose and contributing to those in need.

Commit To Putting God First
And here’s one more way to make the most of the holidays by celebrating on purpose – commit to putting God first.  This was very much the central purpose of the seven feasts of the Old Testament.  While the feasts were very much meant for the enjoyment of God’s people, while they were very much meant to be times of celebration, at the heart of each of the feasts was this central truth – God comes first.  

Over and over again God makes clear to his people that as part of their celebrations they needed to do one very important thing – to offer sacrifices to God.  Listen to these instructions as they are recorded in Leviticus:

(Regarding the Feast of Unleavened Bread):  “For seven days present an offering made to the Lord by fire.” (Leviticus 23:7)
(Regarding the Feast of Firstfruits):  “On the day you wave the sheaf, you must sacrifice as a burnt offering to the Lord a lamb a year old without defect.” (Leviticus 23:12)
(Regarding the Feast of Weeks):  “From wherever you live, bring two loaves … baked with yeast, as a wave offering of firstfruits to the Lord.  Present with this bread seven male lambs, each a year old and without defect, one young bull and two rams.  They will be a burnt offering to the Lord …” (Leviticus 23:17-18)
Now we don’t offer God sacrifices any more.  As the New Testament Book of Hebrews spells out for us, Jesus by the sacrifice of his life made further sacrifices unnecessary.  But there is a principle to be learned and it’s this – one of the purposes of our holidays is for us to renew our commitment to God.  It is a time for us to say to God, “I am all in.  I am wholly devoted to you.  I give you my life, body and soul.  Everything I am and everything I have belongs to you.”

  Maybe you’ve heard this quote before: “A successful marriage requires falling in love many times, always with the same person.”  I think most of us who have been married for awhile would agree with that.  I first fell in love with my wife when I was 24 and she was 18.  We really didn’t even know each other all that well.  But nine months after our first date there we were, standing in front of about 600 people and committing to spending the rest of our lives together.  In the 30 years since our wedding day a lot has changed.  We’ve had many good times together and a few really hard times.  There have been days when we couldn’t stand to be apart and days we couldn’t wait to be apart.  And then along comes a special day – an anniversary, or a birthday, or some other milestone date in our relationship.  And on those days we reaffirm our commitment to each other.  We assure each other that we’re still in this for life, that we are wholly devoted to each other, that everything we are and everything we have belongs to the other.

And what I’ve noticed is that when we do that, when I reaffirm my commitment to my wife, that I often fall in love with her all over again.  My heart seems to follow my will; my emotions seem to fall in line with the expression of my commitment.  And I think it works that way with God, too.  It may be that when you woke up today you didn’t feel a passion to worship God or to obey God.  But you came here anyway, and you sang the worship songs, and in one way or another you said again to God, “God, I am all in.  I don’t always understand you.  I don’t always feel you.  But here I am and I am going to follow you the best I know how.”  And when you do that, when you affirm your commitment to God, something happens to your heart.  Just like you’ve fallen in love again and again with your partner, so you find yourself falling in love again and again with your Lord.

And I have a hunch that happened to the people of Israel, that when they brought their offerings and their sacrifices to God as their way of reaffirming their total commitment to him, that they found their devotion to God – their heart for God – being renewed.  I have a hunch that the act of making sacrifices to God kick-started their passion for God all over again.  And so this holiday season we have the opportunity to do just that, to celebrate this holiday on purpose by reaffirming our commitment to put God first in all we do.  

The holidays are not something we should try to get through.  They shouldn’t be something that drains us physically, financially and emotionally.  And they don’t have to be if we take the time to think through how we can celebrate them on purpose.  The purpose of these holidays is to celebrate God’s grace to us, to connect with each other, to contribute to those in need, and to commit to putting God first.  And in living out those purposes, may we have the best Christmas season of our lives.
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