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At first it was only a rumor.  I was in sixth grade at the time, one year away from junior high.  It was after lunch – we were out on the playground playing a game of kickball.  Some of us were already a little nervous, knowing that while we were the king of the hill in elementary school, in just a few months we would again be at the bottom of the food chain, that we would be the rookies in a school run by the ninth graders (some of whom, it had been reported, actually were able to grow hair on their arms and legs).  Initially the rumor seemed so implausible, so preposterous, that we rejected it with a laugh.  But the more we talked about it, the more concerned we became that this rumor just might be true.  

We finally decided we had to ask someone who could confirm or deny the rumor – a teacher.  We had to preserve our dignity, our “coolness,” so we couldn’t go running up to the teacher and just blurt it out.  The question had to be asked with a certain nonchalance, with an air of confidence.  And so as we settled back into our desks that day we casually asked our teacher what she knew about this rumor that had found its way to our playground:  “Is it true,” we asked, hoping against hope that it was just a rumor, “that once you get to junior high there’s no more recess?”
I don’t know if you have any recollection of the time you first learned there was no recess in junior high, but I remember this discovery coming as quite a shock to me.  I just could not imagine school without recess, without a time to play kickball and to play on the bars and to chase other kids and to get dirty.  Without recess, when would you have time to play, I wondered?  

To this day, I miss recess.  If it were up to me, twice a day all of us should head out to the parking lot, choose up teams, and play kickball.  But instead, do you know what we do?  We work long hours – without recess – to earn money so we that we can pay that money to watch other people play!  And what makes it even worse is that the people I pay to watch play often don’t play very well.  Hasn’t it ever occurred to you when you watched the Warriors, “I could miss that shot,” or when you watched Vernon Davis of the 49ers, “I could have dropped that pass?”      

Two thousand years ago God was in heaven watching us live and work and play.  And as he watched us, something about us struck God.  It occurred to God that we don’t play nearly as well as we could.  And this bothered God a great deal because he knew that when he made us, he designed us to play.  In fact, God went to a great deal of effort to create the greatest playground in the universe for us.  Long before anyone ever planned a park or a funhouse or a playground, God planned a world that would bring us joy.  

Let me show you just one of many verses in the Bible that teaches us about God’s attitude towards play.  It is in the New Testament, in a letter from Paul to his young protégé, Timothy.  Here’s what he says in 1 Timothy 6:17:
Command those who are rich in this present world not to be arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God, who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.
Did you notice how the Bible describes God?  Our God, the Bible tells us, has richly provided us with everything for our enjoyment.  God wants us to enjoy everything he has given us.  He wants us to enjoy our lives and our homes and our families and our friends and our world.  And most of all, God wants us to enjoy him.  

Many years ago a group of very godly religious leaders got together to summarize in writing what they believed are the essentials of the Christian faith.  They put these beliefs together in what they called a “catechism,” to make these beliefs easier to learn and to remember.  Here is how what is called the “Shorter Catechism” begins:

Question:
What is the chief end of man?

Answer:
Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy Him forever.
God designed us to enjoy having a relationship with him.  He designed us to enjoy the world he created.  He designed us to enjoy each other.  He designed us to enjoy life.  And 2000 years ago when God looked down from heaven and saw that we had forgotten how to play, that we had forgotten how to enjoy what he had given to us for our enjoyment, he decided to do something about it.  That is what I am here to tell you about this morning.  I want to tell you what it was God did in that first century Smallville called Bethlehem 2000 years ago to bring back the joy into our lives.


God Got Down
Let me ask you what might sound like a strange question – what makes a good baby-sitter?  When you were a kid and your parents left you with a baby-sitter, what kind of person was your favorite baby-sitter?  And for those of you who have kids of your own, what do you look for in a baby-sitter?  Now I understand that what we consider to be the essential qualities of a good baby-sitter change somewhat depending on whether you are the one who is being baby-sat or the one hiring the baby-sitter.  For example, as a parent, I wanted a baby-sitter who had his/her driver’s license, who was punctual, and who was a neat freak.  As a kid, those things didn’t matter to me.  In fact, I didn’t want my baby-sitter to care about neatness at all – the bigger the mess, the more fun.  As a parent I wanted our baby-sitter to tell me everything that happened while I was gone.  As a kid, I wanted a baby-sitter who had a short memory.

But as both a kid and a parent, there is one quality I highly valued in a baby-sitter.  A good baby-sitter knows how to “get down.”  A good baby-sitter cares enough about the kids that he or she gets down off the couch and down on the floor, on their hands and knees, to play with the kids.  We had one baby-sitter who was one of the greatest baby-sitters of all time.  She didn’t come to do her own thing while my kids played in the other room.  She didn’t come to supervise our kids while they played.  She came to play with my kids.  Within minutes of getting to our house, she was down on the floor, on her hands and knees, playing cars and assembling Lego’s and wrestling and coloring.  She gets down to our kids’ level and played.

That is what God did in Bethlehem, the Smallville of first-century Israel, 2000 years ago, on that first Christmas night.  At Christmas we celebrate the wondrous reality that God got down.  He got down on his hands and knees to become one of us and, in a manner of speaking, to play with us.  

Tom Hanks has been in a long string of blockbuster movies over the years.  One of my favorite Tom Hanks’ movies is one he never appears he – it’s “Toy Story,” the 1995 film where Tom Hanks is merely the voice of an animated character named Woody.  If you remember the story, six-year old Andy’s favorite toy is a pull-string cowboy named Woody.  But then one birthday a new toy crashes into Woody’s world, a space ranger named Buzz Lightyear.  Buzz and Woody don’t get along very well, and part of the reason for the tension between them is that Buzz doesn’t understand that he is just a toy.  Buzz thinks he really is a space ranger; he has no interest in just being a toy, like Woody and Slinky and all the other toys in Andy’s room.  Do you remember this scene from the movie, where Woody tries to get it through Buzz’s space ranger head that he is a toy:  [Show clip where Woody yells, “You are a toy!”]
Think with me for a moment – what would it be like for you if you were to become a toy?  What would it be like to go from an adult who can do pretty much anything you want to do to being just a toy?  I have to think we wouldn’t much like it.   We wouldn’t be too thrilled about giving up our freedoms and abilities as humans in exchange for all of the limitations of a toy, not even a talking toy like Woody and Buzz. We would be pretty hesitant to “get down.”
At Christmas God performed a miracle greater than making a human into a toy.  At Christmas, God got down. At Christmas, the infinitely large God became small. At Christmas God became a man, the man we call Jesus.  In Jesus God voluntarily exchanged his infinite freedoms and limitless abilities for all the limitations and restrictions of a human being.  And unlike Buzz, God knew exactly what he was doing and exactly who he was and exactly why he was doing it.  Unlike Buzz, who didn’t want to be just a toy, God was perfectly happy to become just a human.  He was thrilled to be able to get down on his hands and knees so he could be one of us.


God Played Hard
Have you ever tried to imagine what it must have been like for God to become a man?  I’ve often wondered what Jesus must have thought about as he was growing up, as he began to understand the transformation he had gone through.  As God, Jesus had created the world.  As God, he had created hands.  But now, as a man, for the first time, God had a hand.  As God, he had created feet.  Now, as a man, he had feet.  

And with those hands and with those feet, God played.  In fact, according to the Bible, in Jesus God played hard.  Don’t you love watching kids who play hard, kids who don’t mind getting dirty or messy, who just keep going until they can’t go anymore?  I have always had an admiration for those kinds of kids and those kinds of people, people who play with a passion, who have a passion for life and who know how to enjoy life to the max.  And when God got down, that’s exactly what he did – he played hard.

Let me show you some verses in the book of Luke that give us a glimpse into this part of God’s personality.  In Luke 7 Jesus is talking to some very serious people, a group called the Pharisees and the “experts in the law” of God.  These are people who think they have God figured out; they think they understand God, that they have a clear picture of God.  As they see it, they know God, and whoever Jesus might think he is, he is a far cry from who God really is.  

In these verses in Luke Jesus refers to a friend of his known as John the Baptist.  In many ways the Pharisees should have liked John because John, like them, was a very serious guy who was very serious about God.  But for a number of reasons the Pharisees didn’t like John any more than they liked Jesus.  Watch what Jesus says in theses verses:

All the people, even the tax collectors, when they heard Jesus’ words, acknowledged that God’s way was right, because they had been baptized by John.  But the Pharisees and experts in the law rejected God’s purpose for themselves, because they had not been baptized by John.

[Jesus said], “Now to what can I compare the people of this day?  What are they like?  They are like children sitting in the marketplace.  One group shouts to the other, ‘We played the wedding music for you, but you wouldn’t dance!  We sang funeral songs, but you wouldn’t cry!’”  

“John the Baptist came, and he fasted and drank no wine, and you said, ‘He has a demon in him!’  I came, and ate and drank, and you said, ‘Look at this man!  He is a glutton and winedrinker, a friend of tax collectors and other outcasts!’”  (Luke 7:29-34)
Now what I want you to notice in these verses is why the Pharisees were criticizing Jesus.  Did you notice what they called him?  “A glutton and a winedrinker, a friend of tax collectors and other outcasts!”  They accused Jesus of being a party animal.  They thought Jesus played too hard!  They were sure they had God figured out, and they were certain that God was not into fun and games and parties.  God was way too serious for that, they thought.  God was way too dignified for that.  But they were wrong.  They didn’t understand that in Jesus God had gotten down on his hands and knees so he could play hard, that in Jesus God came to show us how to enjoy life as he meant us to, how to live life with a passion, how to laugh again.

Do you remember what Jesus’ very first miracle was?  It is recorded in the book of John, the second chapter.  It took place in a small town called Cana.  There had been a wedding, and after the wedding there was a feast.  In those days the wedding feast would sometimes go on for a week – one whole week of celebrating and feasting.  Well, after a few days, there was a problem.  They ran out of wine.  To tell you the truth, even though I understand that in those days it was socially unacceptable to run out of wine at a wedding party, I don’t really think of this as that big a deal.  Maybe it’s one of my limitations as a guy who thinks it’s classy to serve cans of Diet Coke at a formal dinner, but in the larger scheme of things I don’t rank running out of wine up there with problems like war and starvation and disease.  Frankly, had I been there, this would have been my cue to turn off some lights and get out the vacuum cleaner and to suggest to people that it’s time to go home.
But do you remember what Jesus does?  He has some of the helpers fill up six large jars with thirty gallons of water, and then he performs his first miracle – he changes the water into wine.  Jesus’ first miracle wasn’t to feed starving people or to heal sick people or to raise someone from the dead.  His first miracle was to make 180 gallons of wine so this week-long party could continue uninterrupted.  And you can read this story over and over again until the cows come home looking for some great theological point Jesus was trying to communicate with this miracle, but the simple truth is that Jesus sometimes did things just for fun.  In the person of Jesus God showed us how to play hard, how to live with a passion, how to enjoy what God has created us to enjoy.  

Most paintings I have seen of Jesus sort of look like my passport photo.  For some reason I always looks like some sort of a criminal in those pictures.  I look very serious, very intense, even a little mad.  And that is the image that many of us have of Jesus.  In our minds God came to earth in the person of Jesus because God was really ticked off at us and he wanted us to know it.  God came to earth, we sometimes think, because he was sick and tired of us and wasn’t going to take it anymore.  

But that is not a right picture of God, nor is it a right picture of his Son Jesus.  When you picture Jesus in your mind, you should picture him with a smile.  Do you remember what the angels said when they announced the birth of Jesus to the shepherds?  They didn’t say, “OK everybody, listen up – we’ve got some bad news.  God is really mad at all of you and now he is here to make your lives miserable, so wipe those silly smiles off your faces!”  Here’s what they really said:

“Don’t be afraid!  I am here with good news for you, which will bring great joy to all the people.  This very day in David’s town your Savior was born – Christ the Lord!”
Suddenly a great army of heaven’s angels appeared with the angel, singing praises to God:  “Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to those with whom he is pleased!”  (Luke 2:10-14)
The fact that God got down from heaven and came to earth in the person of Jesus is good news – not bad news, but good news.  And notice that the angels didn’t tell us that God is mad at us; they said he is pleased with us.  God came to earth in the person of Jesus because he is in love with us.  He came to be our savior.  He came to rescue us from our sin and from our sadness and from our pain and from our frustration.  He came to bring us “great joy.”  

In some ways the message of Christmas can be captured in the very ungrammatical phrase “Carpe Smilem.”  “Seize the smile!”  Because Jesus came to earth, we can smile.  In fact, when we really get it, when we really understand what Jesus came to do, we can’t stop smiling.  

When our kids were much younger and they would get grumpy and pouty, there were, I learned, two ways to handle it – my way, and the right way.  My way was to lecture them and to reprimand them and to tell them to knock it off.  Brenda usually used a different approach.  She would try to tease them out of it.  She would get down into their space and hug them and tease them and tickle them until she got them to smile again.  That’s something like what God did at Christmas.  He didn’t come to lecture us or to yell at us.  He got down on his hands and knees to play with us, to hug us and squeeze us and tickle us, to remind us how much he loves us, to remind us that he wants our lives to be full of joy.  And perhaps as important as anything, God came to show us how our lives can be full of joy.  He came to show us how to play and how to laugh and how to live life to the max.  

You would think everyone born in Minnesota would automatically know how to skate, but I am living proof that it is not so.  I remember as a youngster lacing up my new skates as I watched the big kids skate around, thinking how much fun this was going to be once I got out on the ice.  But when I got out on the ice skating wasn’t much fun at all.  To my surprise, I discovered that I had an innate ability to fall when I was on skates, and I also discovered that ice is both hard and cold.  So I crawled off the ice, took off my skates and went home, where it was dry and warm and I could walk without falling.

When my Dad came home he asked me if I had gone skating with the new skates he bought me for Christmas.  I told him that I had but that I had decided skating was not at all fun and that I wouldn’t be using my skates anymore.  Dad didn’t lecture me, even though that was his normal style as an ex-Marine.  Instead, he took me back out to the rink, and we both put on our skates, and then he got down into a crouch and took my hands and started skating.  Dad skated with me around that rink, with me tucked safely in between his legs.  And with my Father’s help, I discovered that skating can be fun.  It was still cold, and I still fell.  But for the first time, I also had fun.

Our heavenly Father came to earth in the person of Jesus to help us discover how much fun life can be when we hold our Father’s hand.  There is no escaping the fact that life is often very hard.  Making a living is hard.  Raising a family is hard.  Doing the right thing is often so much harder than doing the wrong thing.  Forgiving people who have hurt you is hard.  Following Jesus and being obedient to his commands can often be very hard.  But God also meant for life to be fun and adventurous and joyful.  God meant for us to smile.  And he has promised that if we will just take his hand and hold on, he will show us how much fun life can be.  So Carpe Smilem!  And Merry Christmas!
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