GOD’S EXCHANGE GIFT PROGRAM

Good morning! Christmas is just a little less than two weeks away. Are you
ready? Kids say yes. Parents say No! Ready or not, Christmas is coming and you
can’t prevent it like the Grinch.

Today we’re starting our new 3-part series on Christmas I’m calling “God’s
Christmas Gifts”. We’re going to look at the various kinds of gifts we give and
receive, spiritually speaking. Today, I’'m going to talk about a tradition that
Christians have observed since the beginning of the early church. This is the
tradition of exchanging gifts. This custom was practiced by early Christians, who
associated gift-giving with the birth of Jesus Christ, particularly through the story
of the Magi who presented gifts to him.

Did you know that God has an exchange gift program also? But it is
incredible. It’s nothing like our exchange gift program. We give Him our worst
and God gives us His best. We bring Him things that we would never want to have
as a part of our lives and He gives us things that we’ve always wanted to be a part
of our lives. It’s sort of like you walk in the store with a used phone and they give
you an 86” LED TV in exchange — that kind of exchange. It’s even better than
that. Because God is not just exchanging things. It’s deeper than that. It’s greater
than that. It’s about relationships and what God wants to do in our lives.

So, I’ve entitled this message, “God’s Exchange Gift Program”. We’re going to
look at three specific things that God would love to exchange with us in our lives.
We could look at dozens. The Bible is filled with these. But these three seem to be
especially appropriate for this time of the year.

I. When we give God our worry God gives us His peace.
What an incredible exchange. We give Him worry. He gives us peace.

Matthew 6:34 is what Jesus said about worry. “Therefore do not worry about
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tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its
own.” Jesus said don’t worry, don’t be anxious. Yet we all struggle with worrying
and being anxious because it’s part of the human condition especially this time of
the year. We struggle with anxiety in our lives. Because there’s so much going on
this time of the year to be anxious about.

What’s the problem with worry? The problem with worry is that much of
worries don’t happen. Statistics say that only about 8% of what people worry about
actually happens. So most of what we’re worrying about, we’re worrying about
things that aren’t going to happen. There’s an old Swedish proverbs that says,
“Worry casts a long shadow on small things.” That’s what worry does.

What’s the problem with worry? The problem with worry is what it does to us.
It affects us emotionally, spiritually. It also affects us physically. Worry has a
physical impact on our lives. It creates stress and tension and headaches and
insomnia and all of those things.

I read that in the United States, there are 78 million headaches each year. Some
of you are having one right now. And, as a result, tens of millions of people in
America consume a pain reliever or analgesic. Much of that because of the stress
and anxiety and worry that’s in our lives. So what do you do? It doesn’t do any
good to try to stop worrying. You know what happens then. Then you start
worrying about the fact that you’re worrying. You just add that to the list of
worries.

God says, “Here’s what you do. Get involved in My exchange gift program.
You give Me your worry and here’s what I’1l do for you. I’ll give you My peace.”
It’s an incredible exchange!

1 Peter 5:7 (NLT) “Give all your worries and cares to God, for he cares about

you.” When you give your worries to God — when you say, “God, here they are.



Here’s what I’'m facing. Here’s what I’'m feeling.” When you give your worries to
God it does two things.

First of all, it helps you to realize that God is in control. You see, when we
worry, we often worry about things that are outside of our control. We think that
by worrying about them, somehow we’re controlling them. We’re trying to control
the uncontrollable and fix the unfixable and do the undoable by worrying about it.
But your worries aren’t doing a thing with that thing that you can’t control. All
they’re doing is having an impact on you. The only way to realize that something’s
out of my control is to realize that God is in control. God’s in control! And even if
I’m not in charge, even if I don’t know what’s going to happen, even if I don’t
understand it all, I can stand on the fact that He’s in control. And when I give my
worries to God it reminds me of that truth.

But it also does a second thing. It also reminds you that God cares. God cares
about what you’re worried about. It may seem to you like the silliest little worry in
the world. It may seem to you like a worry you would not want to tell anyone else.
I want you to know: God cares about what you’re worried about. He cares about
what you’re going through right now, more than you could ever imagine. That’s
why the Bible was written, to remind us that God cares. That’s why we celebrate
Christmas every year. Jesus came to this earth to shout to us in the loudest possible
way, “I care enough about what you’re going through to come to this earth to show
you that I care about what you’re going through.”

When we give God our worries, we recognize He’s in control, we recognize He
cares and we get a gift in return. Jesus says in John 14:27 (TLB) “I am leaving
you with a gift—peace of mind and heart! And the peace I give isn t fragile like the
peace the world gives. So don t be troubled or afraid.” What a gift! We give Him
worry and we get peace?!?!

There’s a second exchange I want us to look at briefly today.
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2. When we give God our hurts, God gives us His healing.

When you and I give God our hurts, God gives us His healing. I hope you
realize that every one of us in this room is hurting in some way or another. I’ve
learned that in my years as a pastor. There’s not one person in this room, not one
person that’s not hurting in some way at this moment. I know that beyond a
shadow of a doubt. We all face hurts in our lives. It may be an emotional hurt. It
may be a physical hurt, a spiritual hurt, a relational hurt. We’re all hurting
somewhere. In this world we are inevitably going to face problems.

The question isn’t whether or not you’re going to have problems. Because you
are. [ am! That’s what life in this world is like. The question is how am I going to
react, how am I going to respond to the problems I’m inevitably going to have in
this world?

David responded this way. Psalm 138, “Though I walk in the midst of trouble,
you preserve my life.” And Nahum says, “The Lord is good, a refuge in time of
trouble. He cares for those who trust in him.” (Nahum 1:7)

If you’re going to get in this exchange line, where you’re going to exchange
your hurts for God’s healing, you’re going to have to realize the same thing you
realize about your worries. That is, God cares about the troubles you’re going
through. The old phrase is true: “Pain is inevitable but misery is optional.” I can
choose to hope. I can choose to put my hope in God. But if I'm going to put my
hope in God, if I’'m going to trust Him through the troubles in life, I’ve got to know
that He cares about what I’'m going through. It’s impossible to hope in a God you
think doesn’t care what you’re going through. He does care. He knows what
you’re going through and He cares about what you’re going through right now —
the problem, the hurt, the pain that’s a part of your life. God cares.

When Mary learned that she was going to have a baby, one of the first things
out of her mouth were these words from the book of Luke, 1:48 (GW) “He has
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looked favorably on me, his humble servant.” She was totally amazed by the fact
that here she was a lowly human being on planet earth and God cared for her. He
cared enough for her to use her. He used her to change all of history.

Folks, when we bring God our hurts and realize He cares for us, and give them
to Him, God is willing to heal us. He heals our hearts when we call to Him. And
He does something more. It would seem to me that healing my own personal heart
would be enough, making me feel better about my pain would be enough, but He
does something even more. It’s an incredible gift. I bring Him my pain. He gives
me personal healing. But then He also does something in my life that makes an
impact on other people’s lives.

We bring him the hurts of life and He gives us ministry. That might be a new
word to some of you. It just means serving others. I bring Him the hurts. Not
only does He heal me. But He heals me in a way that helps me to serve other
people. How does this change? How does this change me? By my decision to
serve other people. In fact, you really know that you’re healed of a hurt when
you’re able to serve other people who are facing the same hurt and help them to
find healing. That’s what the Bible says. 2 Corinthians 1:4 “Praise be to the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all
comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any
trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God.” That shocks me. God
uses the hurts and pains that I go through in this life and once He’s healed me of
them, He uses me to heal somebody else.

Throughout Christian history, there have been countless individuals who
have gone through incredible hardships and found healing in God and they
themselves have established ministires to bring healing to others. One that comes
to mind immediately is Joni Eareckson Tada who suffered a tragic accident when

she was 17 yo. She dove into a lake but misjudged the shallowness of the water.
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Her spine was fractured and she became a quadriplegic. She was paralyzed from
the neck down. She was on a wheelchair ever since. During her two years of
rehabilitation, according to her autobiography Joni, Joni experienced anger,
depression, suicidal thoughts, and religious doubts. However, during occupational
therapy, she learned to paint with a brush between her teeth and began selling her
artwork.

In 1979, she founded “Joni and Friends”, an organization to "accelerate
Christian ministry in the disability community throughout the world. Not only that
she has produced books, poems, and artwork and has traveled around the world
with her husband Ken Tada telling her story and encouraging millions of people
around the world to trust in a God who heals.

Her life has been turned into a move simply called “Joni” which was based
on her best-selling autobiography. Hers is an amazing story of God’s power to
work in people’s lives.

Now, there is a third exchange that God is willing to work in our lives.

III. We give God our grief and despair and amazingly enough He gives us His
joy.

The truth is we’re all going to grieve. If you love, you will grieve. The only
way to not grieve in this world is to decide not to love. If you love anything, if you
love anyone, you’re going to grieve. Because nothing lasts forever in this world.
No one lives forever in this world. So you’re going to grieve if you love. It’s
inevitable.

What I’m talking about is that during Christmas time, some of you may be
going through your first Christmas without somebody that you love. Or when
Christmas comes, you’re reminded of how it would have been much better to

celebrate it with a loved one who’s no longer here. It is a real grief. There’s



something in you when you go through a Christmas like that, there’s something in
you that you think, “I’ve just got to make it through this year.”

My wife and her family know what that’s like. In 2010, Daddy Lino passed
away a few days before Christmas. So, during the Christmas season, it was hard on
them and, of course, that affected me, too. They tried to put on smiling faces and
be merry but that couldn’t mask the grief they were experiencing.

And then, there’s not only grief, there’s also despair, when you feel like things
are going down the drain and you feel helpless and hopeless. We all will
experience despair in our lives. If you’ve lived long enough, you know that it’s
true. Because life is unpredictable. Sometimes, it deals us with a blow we never
saw coming.

I remember a time when we were still living in New York and I was working
for Leviton, an electrical manufacturing company. That was late 2008 and the
economy was in recession. Companies were laying off people. In the fact, where I
worked they had started dismissing contractors in early December. | was a
contractor and I thought I would be next. So, I started to look and applied for a job
at other companies. Then, my agent called me and said, “Hey Rolly, good news!
You don’t have to worry about the security of your job. I was just told by your
manager that he’s going to keep you till next year. He likes what you’re doing.”
Wow, I told myself, thank God. This is a great Christmas gift.

So, days passed and I continued my merry way. [ wasn’t worried anymore.
Two weeks passed. My agent called again. What he said was a shock. “Rolly, |
don’t know what happened. But, you know, I just came from a call with your
manager. He said that they’re letting you go. He didn’t give me a reason. Sorry,
man, but your last day is Dec. 24".”

I couldn’t believe it. All of a sudden, my world collapsed. I have two little

growing children and a wife who was expecting a diamond earring gift, and I
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didn’t have anything to provide for them. That was one of the loneliest drive home
I ever had. It would be a lonely Christmas too. What made it hard was the thought
that it might take a long time to find a job because the economy was tanking. Bel
and I braced ourselves for the difficult months ahead. Of course, we didn’t lose our
faith in God but, you know, during those times your faith is tested.

So, Christmas eve came. We did our best to have a good Noche Buena for the
sake of the children, and even exchanged gifts too. Christmas day came and we
tried to be merry. And it passed without any incidents. But at the back of my mind,
there’s the constant fear and worry about the future.

The next day, Dec. 26, around 2 PM, my phone rang. The guy said, “Hi Rolly,
are you available for an interview right now?” I was astonished. Who is this guy?
And he explained. “You applied with us at the beginning of this month. We looked
at your resume, and you seem to be a good fit. We’re in desperate need of someone
like you.” Imagine that. I was in despair and they were in despair, put them
together in the hands of God, and you have joy as a result. Needless to say, I passed
the interview, Bel and I came to Reston VA after a couple of days to be interviewed
again in person, got hired, and the rest is history. And folks, that’s why my family
is here now. We continue to experience joy in this church. Amen? I hope the
feeling is mutual. Amen?

Now, I used to think that the way of healing and recovery was just to wait long
enough, and it would go away. And it is true that time does heal some wounds.
But I found in my own life, I found true in other people’s lives as I talked to them,
that just waiting is not enough. It’s not enough just to wait until it goes away. You
have to learn to give it away to God - these feelings of grief and despair. You have
to do something about them. The way to do something is to go to God and say,
“These emotions are so powerful, this hurt is so real, I come and bring it to You

and I pray that You will help and strengthen me through this.” It’s amazing how
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that brief tiny prayer can make a difference in your Christmas, even this year. You
realize God 1s with you in your grief. He is inevitably with you in your grief and
despair.

When we bring God our grief or despair and we give it to Him He slowly but
surely does something. Look at the next verses. Look at what He gives in return.
It’s amazing.

Psalm 30:11 “You turned my wailing into dancing, you removed my
sackcloth and clothed me with joy.” Or Psalm 30:5 “Weeping may stay for the
night, but rejoicing comes in the morning.” Or these words of Jesus in John 16:20
“You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy.” 1 don’t know about you but to me
that’s shocking. Grief turns to joy? I would think that maybe grief would turn to
comfort or turn to God’s love that He’d give that in exchange. How in the world
does He give joy for our grief? That doesn’t even make sense in some way. What
is this talking about?

Here’s what I’ve discovered. When I bring that grief or despair to God, He
reminds me of something. He reminds me that this world is not all there 1s. If this
world was all that there was we’d have a lot to grieve about. That’s all we would
have. But this world is not all there is. There are problems. There are struggles.
There are losses in this world. But we’re looking forward to an eternity where
there’s no problems, no struggles, and no losses. No more crying and no more
pain, the Bible says. That’s what we look forward to. Every time I take a grief, a
loss in this world and take it to Him and say, “God, help me through this,” He
reminds me this world is not all there is!

If you look at this world there’s not a lot to be joyful about sometimes. Have
you noticed that? Just look at the nightly news sometimes. Bad news! Bad news!
Even the weather is bad news. We are programmed against joy. We really are.

You look at the weather — 20% chance of rain tomorrow. Why isn’t it an 80%
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chance of beautiful sunshine? Why don’t they say that? Because we’re
programmed to look at the bad news in life.

As we look at that, sometimes we get programmed against joy. When we have
losses in life and when we take them to God, the Bible says slowly but surely — it
doesn’t happen immediately — but slowly but surely our grief turns to joy. Slowly
but surely you realize, “I’ve got more people on that side in heaven I’'m looking
forward to being with for eternity.” Grief turns to joy. Only God can do that — take
the grief and the struggles and the pains we have in life and turn them to joy.

How does He do it? In this case the how is actually a who. Who Christmas is
all about. Jesus. It’s through Jesus that He does this. Jesus Christ came into this
world to turn our grief to joy. That’s what Christmas is all about. Look at what the
angels said at the first Christmas in Luke 2:10-11 “But the angel said to them, ‘Do
not be afraid. I bring you good news that will cause great joy for all the
people. Today in the town of David a Savior has been born to you, he is the
Messiah, the Lord.”” You might take note of that word “Savior.” That’s what the
joy is all about. “I’m bringing you good news, great joy. A Savior has been born.”
That’s not a word we use very much.

Jesus Christ was born and he chose to die so that He could be our Savior.
Because here’s the desperate situation we were all in. God designed us. He made
us to have a relationship with Him. But the wrong things we’ve done, the sins
we’ve committed they built a wall of separation between us and God. And none of
us could break through it. None of us could have this relationship with God
because in order to have a relationship with God you had to be like God. You have
to be perfect. And who amongst us is perfect? None of us. We compare ourselves
with ourselves and realize, “This person is better, this person is worse.” But to

have a relationship with God you have to be perfect.
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Jesus came. He was born into this world. He lived His life for us. He died on
the cross for us, was resurrected to be our Savior. He said, “I’ll live a perfect life
and then I’1l offer it to you.” He died on the cross to offer you forgiveness for the
wrong things you’re done. He did for us what no one else could do. That’s what it
means that Jesus is our Savior. That’s how grief starts to turn to joy in our lives
when we realize we have a Savior at Christmas, Jesus Christ.

I know there are all kinds of grief in life. I realize full well that not only do we
grieve over people that we’ve lost but there’s other things we’re grieving. They
may not seem as important to you but they’ve very real grief. It may be a job
situation. It may be a dream that’s been lost. It may be the fact that your family
communication is not going as you wish it would go. It may be... Iknow a lot of
us grieve over our past. We wish it would have happened differently. We wish we
would have decided different. We wish we wouldn’t have committed that sin or
done that thing so things could have turned out differently. And we spend a lot of
time grieving over the past. Jesus Christ wants to be the Savior over your past, and
give you a band new future.

And I encourage you, bring someone to our Christmas Service next Sunday.
Take the time to reach out to a relative, to a friend, to a co-worker, a co-student this
next week in this busy season of the year to bring someone next week. You see,
there’s no time of the year people are so open to an invitation to come to church.
Send them the invite flyer which I sent you this morning to our chat group. If
you’re not yet in our chat group, just let me know and I’ll add you. But bring
someone next Sunday. Actually I’ve printed some and they’re in the back. Just pick
up a few and give them out. Or post them somewhere.

Folks, the bottom line 1s, I need a Savior. You need a Savior. The truth is
every single person you meet this next week needs a Savior. And that’s what

Christmas is all about. Jesus Christ is our Savior. I need healing. Every one of us
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needs healing. And every person you’re going to meet this next week needs
healing. That’s what Christmas is all about. I need peace. You need peace. Every
single person you’re going to meet this next week — come into contact with — needs
the peace that only God can live. That’s why we celebrate Christmas. So invite
someone to be here for our Christmas Service and Celebration.

Some of you this next week are going to say, here’s how to have a relationship
with God and Jesus Christ. Some of you don’t need to wait until next week. Here,
right now. Today you can say, | want to accept His gift of a new kind of life. If
you’re here and you don’t know that you have a relationship with Jesus Christ,
you’re not sure that you’ve stepped across that line, you can be sure today. It
simply comes by talking to Him, praying to Him, and saying, “God, I want that.”
And then trusting Him that He will give the gift that He said He will give. In fact,
I want to lead you in a prayer that expresses that in just a moment. I’1l tell you
exactly what I'm going to pray. The words aren’t magical. It’s your heart that’s
important. I’m going to pray a simple prayer that says, “Jesus Christ, [ need You.

I need You to forgive me for the wrong things I’ve done. I need Your direction and
leadership in life so I can have live the abundant life that You made me for and live

that life into eternity. So I accept Your gift.”
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Prayer:

Would you say to Jesus Christ, “Jesus, I need You. I need the forgiveness that
only You can give. Thank You for loving me enough to die on a cross, to offer
me that forgiveness. I’'m sorry for the wrong things that I’ve done. I ask for
Your forgiveness. I ask You to begin to lead and guide my life. I sure don’t
understand it all but as much as I know how I ask You, Jesus, to come into my
life. T accept Your gift of forgiveness. I accept the gift of peace. I accept Your

gift of healing. I accept Your gift of joy.”

Father. we do thank You for Your gifts. Thank You that when we bring You
our worst You give us Your best. I pray for each of us this Christmas that we
will be able to celebrate in a brand new way because of who You are. As we
give, those things that we struggle with to You and watch You give us Your
best in return. Lord, remind us of people that we love and care about that we
can invite Christmas Eve. Lord, we pray for those services even now that
they’d be times together remembering the great joy that only You can will give
into our lives when we trust in You. We thank You for this. In Jesus’ name.

Amen.
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