Sunday, December 19, 2010

“LEST WE FORGET”
Luke 2:36-38 (NIV 1984)
As I was growing up I always had a fascination with history. By understanding the events and people stories of history, I grasped the context (or setting) which explained how things got to be the way they are at the present moment. We, humans get so preoccupied with current situations that we find ourselves often forgetting factors which have led to the present scene. All of which gives us information on the importance of holidays. It is necessary for us to commemorate historical happenings “lest we forget” how we experience this human life on planet Earth, today. For example, just a bit ago we paused on Memorial Day so as not to forget the sacrifice made by so many Americans to preserve our freedom, “lest we forget”! On the 4th of July, each year, we celebrate the birth of the United States of America, “lest we forget”! We just finished recollecting “Pearl Harbor Day” which revisited the horrific attack on our nation, “lest we forget”! In six days we will once again celebrate Christmas: the birth of Jesus, “lest we forget”!

People at holiday celebrations quite often add and delete traditions or activities over time. It is certainly true with Christmas. Our 21st Century American culture sees the Yuletide season as centering on gift exchanges, on Santa Claus, on parties with lots of goodies and on musical extravaganzas. In the midst of this hoopla; the significance of Christmas is forgotten by a majority of our contemporaries. As an example, in the past two and a half months of travel, I have visited in conversation with people while biding time, sitting in airports. On these occasions I would mention the upcoming celebration of Christmas by asking folk about their plans for the holidays. I wrote a log of the responses I received. In this endeavor only 4 out of 38 even mentioned the birth of Jesus. Many Americans have forgotten what Christmas is about! With this in mind, I entitled this message; “Lest we forget”. Thus, I want to take time to introduce you to a lady, in the Bible, by the name of Anna. We encounter her in the temple of Jerusalem, as recorded in Luke 2:36-38. This is what we read concerning her.

“There was also a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher. She was very old; she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage, and then was a widow until she was eighty-four. She never left the temple but worshiped night and day, fasting and praying. Coming up to them (Mary and Joseph) at that moment, she gave thanks to God and spoke about the child to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.”
This lady experienced the way of hurt and loneliness in her life. Life had not always been kind to this woman of God. She was well on in years, at the time of this encounter with Mary and Joseph. She had lost her husband at an early age. Some of Scripture’s manuscripts indicate that she was a widow for 84 years, while others, like the NIV, put her actual age at eighty four.  Either way, the main point is that she is called by God to be a spokesperson for Him. She is labeled a prophetess. Prophets and prophetesses were individuals who others sought out for a word from God. These messengers of God were devout in their faith. They were primed to share God’s plan with ordinary folk. In the First Century A.D., believers did not possess their own copy of Scripture. The Torah was maintained with only one copy per synagogue. Thus we should not be surprised this lady would be found in the temple. Jewish people knew of her. She was found (night and day, according to verse 37) in the outer court of the House of God. The verse tells us she never left the temple! Worshipers were accustomed to hearing her speak of God’s plans for them. Back then, those who made a practice of coming to the temple held to a fierce belief. They staunchly believed that God would bring redemption to His people in the person of a Messiah. Anna’s calling demanded that she be on the temple grounds at all times to remind people (lest they forget) what God was about. If you visited this Israeli center of worship, (in those days) you would have an ongoing reminder of the destiny of Jehovah’s people. Anna would make sure of that.
We can see the substance of her prophetic message in verse 38. Anna identifies the infant Jesus as the long-awaited Messiah! We read, “She spoke ABOUT THE CHILD to all who were looking forward to the redemption of Jerusalem.” Many were not looking for the coming Messiah. Such a hope was something their ancestors believed. It was not for them! They had forgotten about such a “mythological idea”. Yet; there were those who held to the hope of God fulfilling His will of redeeming His people. And this prophetess points her finger of understanding directly at this little baby. We have recorded the prophecy (sermon, if you please) she issued about this child. The message was intended for everyone in the courtyard where she encountered Mary, Joseph and the baby. God’s Word gives us this record of Anna’s ministry, lest we forget!
So, let’s put it in perspective! The message of the Bible is that this world and all that is in it is tainted by sin. Romans 3:23-26 tells us, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the REDEMPTION that came by Christ Jesus. God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished—he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.”
In plain words, everyone in this room; NO, everyone in this world, is contaminated, tarnished and soiled by sin! The Bible tells us; (contrary to popular belief today) “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” (Romans 3:10-12) Even people who live “good lives” need redemption, for they also sin; every single day!
The truth of Christmas is that the birth of Jesus has a singular goal. God intends people to acknowledge that they are each, individually corrupted and in need of redemption. In fact “What benefit did you reap… from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves to God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 6:21-23) 

Be aware that Christmas is not about presents under a tree. Christmas is not about a fat man in a red suit squeezing down a chimney with a bag full of goodies. Christmas is not about Wassail and Figgie Pudding. Christmas is not about Grandma being run over by a reindeer. Christmas is about the Son of God “[making] himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!” (Philippians 2:7-8) 

Please take heed of this message today, lest we forget what this time of the year is really all about! If you have placed your faith in Jesus as your redeemer don’t ever forget that this holiday is commemorated to never forget the incredible present you have received from God, Himself. If you are unaware of the true meaning of Christmas OR have held to the view that the Christian view of Christmas is but a myth or fairy tale, BE FOREWARNED: you are living in peril and danger! 
This can be the greatest Christmas of your life. You can be assured of receiving eternal life the moment you place your life in God’s hands. You can have new life in Christ when you recognize your need for redemption and confess your sinfulness to God. Such an act will open you up to a whole new future. It all centers on the birth of a child, centuries ago, in a little town called Bethlehem. Keep in mind many people in this room have accepted Christ as their Savior. If you haven’t received Him as your Savior yet; we can show you how to accept Him, before you leave! 

A music group called the Gaither Vocal Band was singing awhile ago (in Birmingham, Alabama) about what the birth of a baby named Jesus will accomplish for God’s people in the future. Let’s listen to them finish this sermon with an incredible song. In fact, while we watch this video presentation, feel free to come to one of the front rows of chairs so someone can meet you and introduce you to our Savior! Let’s make sure we stay focused on the true meaning of Christmas; LEST WE FORGET!
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