God’s Gift of Hope
Selected Verses

God’s Christmas Gifts

Christmas is supposed to be the most wonderful time of the year. Yet we know
because it’s a well-documented fact that people struggle more with discouragement
and depression during the holidays than at any other time of the year.

One survey reported that forty five percent of people in America dread the
Christmas season because it’s just another reminder of an absent loved one, a lost
job, a painful divorce, or unrealized dreams as just one more year passes us by.

So what can we do to get through these holiday blues?

That’s what I want to talk to you about this morning. I think you can sum up the
answer in one word. It’s the word hope. Hope is the essential ingredient for an
abundant life. The kind of life that Jesus wants for us. It’s essential. The Bible
says in Proverbs 13:12, “Hope deferred makes the heart sick . . .” We all need
hope.

Today, we’re concluding our series on “God’s Christmas Gifts”. And I’ve
entitled this message, “God’s Gift of Hope”. We all need this gift. He gives it to us
if we just look up to him.

You see, we've all heard the phrase, "Things are looking up." What in the world
does that mean, "Things are looking up"? It means the situation is improving. It
means the circumstances are getting better. It means my problems are decreasing
and my opportunities are increasing. This Christmas, [ want to suggest to you a
simple truth for your New Year. Things will start looking up when you start
looking up. In other words, your circumstances will improve when you stop
looking at them and start looking at God. Let me say it again. Things start looking

up when [ start looking up. You know why? Because God is the source of hope.



You know, in the Bible, there's a phrase that's used over and over and over, and
it is the phrase, "Lift up your eyes." It’s said many, many times in Scripture. God
said, "Lift up your eyes" to some pretty famous people. He said it to Abraham, he
said it to Jacob, he said it to Moses, said it to Isaiah. Jesus said it to his followers.
Lift up your eyes. It’s just one way of saying, "Look up. Get your eyes off yourself
and off your problems and off your circumstances and onto God. Refocus. Look at
him." Lift up your eyes. Look up.

There's an old rhyme that says, "Two men looked out from prison bars. One
saw mud, the other saw stars." In other words, one inmate looked down in despair,
but the other one looked up in hope. When King David looked up at night, he
wrote these words in Psalm 8:

"When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the
stars, which you have set in place, what is mankind that you are mindful of them,
human beings that you care for them? You have made them/[d] a little lower than
the angels and crowned them with glory and honor. You made them rulers over the
works of your hands, you put everything under their feet: all flocks and herds, and
the animals of the wild, the birds in the sky, and the fish in the sea, all that swim
the paths of the seas. Lord, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the earth!"
(Psalm 8:3-6, 9).

When we look up and we see how big God is, it naturally shrinks the size of
our problems. They just don't seem to be as big or as overwhelming when
compared to the greatness of God.

You know, about 700 years before Jesus Christ came to earth, Isaiah announced
that God would send his Son to earth. This was 700 years before the very first
Christmas. The prophet Isaiah predicted the coming of Jesus to earth, pointing out
that the Messiah, the promised Savior, would be both great and gentle. That the

Savior would be both powerful and personal. He'd be strong enough to save us and
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solve all of our problems, but also tender and loving. And Isaiah 40 is all about
this. Let me just read a little bit from Isaiah 40 to you.

"See, the Sovereign Lord comes with power, and he rules with a mighty arm.
See, his reward is with him, and his recompense accompanies him. He tends his
flock like a shepherd: He gathers the lambs in his arms and carries them close to
his heart; he gently leads those that have young." (Isaiah 40:9-11).

But then Isaiah talks not just about God's gentleness, but about his greatness
and his enormous power. He says, “Who has measured the waters in the hollow of
his hand, or with the breadth of his hand marked off the heavens? ...Who can
fathom the Spirit of the Lord, or instruct the Lord as his counselor? Whom did the
Lord consult to enlighten him, and who taught him the right way?... Surely the
nations are like a drop in a bucket, they are regarded as dust on the scales; he
weighs the islands as though they were fine dust... He sits enthroned above the
circle of the earth.” (Isaiah 40:12-15, 22).

By the way, I just wanted to point out that as you can see in that last verse, the
Bible tells us that the earth is round, not flat, way before the time of Pythagoras
and Aristotle and Copernicus. The Bible says, "the circle of the earth.”

Now finally, in the next verses, I want you to personalize this. Put your name
when Isaiah mentions Jacob or Israel and see how God cares for you and is
concerned about you. He says this:

"Lift up your eyes and look to the heavens: Who created all these? He who
brings out the starry host one by one and calls forth each of them by name.
Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is missing. Why
do you complain, Jacob? Why do you say, Israel, “My way is hidden from
the Lord; my cause is disregarded by my God”’? Do you not know? Have you not
heard? The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth. He

will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. He gives
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strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak. Even youths grow tired
and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but those who hope in the Lord will
renew their strength. They will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not
grow weary, they will walk and not be faint. ” (Isaiah 40:26-31).

Now, I don't know what problems you're facing or carrying this Christmastime.
I don't know what burdens you're bearing. I don't know what grief or fear or
anxiety or confusion you may be feeling right now, but I do know this: you need to
look up instead of giving up. Don't give up; look up. No matter what you're facing
right now, you need to do the same thing that Mary and Joseph and the shepherds
and the wise men did when they felt overwhelmed at the very first Christmas.

You know, we have this idealized and romanticized picture in our minds of
how everything was just sweet and non-stressful leading up to Jesus' birth. That's
far from how those involved on the first Christmas actually felt. The very first
Christmas didn't start out being a very merry Christmas. The truth is, everybody
involved at the first Christmas was pretty stressed out by the news, and their first
reactions were not positive, not one of them. But let me just review how those first
people felt at the first Christmas.

First, how did Mary initially react to the news that she was gonna be the mother
of the Son of God? The Bible tells us that when the angel first appeared to Mary
and explained what was about to happen, all she could think of was a thousand
questions, and I don't blame her. "What? Why me? How? When? Where? How
could this possibly happen? What am I supposed to tell my fiancé? What am I
supposed to tell my parents, my friends? Who's gonna believe me?" Actually,
Mary's initial reaction was quite normal. If you're taking notes, you might write
this down.

e Mary was confused and worried.



And believe me, if an angel showed up to you and told you that, you'd be
confused and worried too. In Luke 1:29, it tells us this: "Mary was greatly troubled
at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be."

I guess so. By the way, the phrase "greatly troubled," it's only used one time in
the Bible. It is a translation of the Greek "diatarasso," and it also means "perplexed,
confused, agitated." That's how she felt. She didn't feel merry on Christmas. She
felt confused and troubled.

How about Joseph? How did Joseph initially react to the news? Well, the Bible
told us that when Mary explained that she was pregnant but she had not been
unfaithful to Joseph, that she was still a virgin and that God was the Father of the
baby, what do you think his initial reaction was? Well, it was a complete normal
reaction too. You might write this down.

e Joseph was hurt and brokenhearted.

Well, of course he was. Would you believe that story if your fiancé told that to
you? Joseph felt betrayed. He felt lied to. He felt like a fool. He felt cheated on. He
felt embarrassed. He didn't know what to say at all to his friends. "My girlfriend,
my fiancé, is pregnant, but we haven't had a relationship and by the way, she's
claiming the Father is God." He's deeply hurt. He's deeply disappointed. He wants
to be done with Mary, quietly and quickly. The Bible tells us this. Matthew 1:19
says, "Because Joseph her husband was faithful to the law, and yet did not want to
expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly."

For Joseph, this whole thing is just too unbelievable to be true. I mean, what a
preposterous lie his fiancé is telling him. No, Mary's confused and troubled, but
Joseph is hurt and brokenhearted. He's not having a merry Christmas either.

What about the shepherds? How did the shepherds initially react to the news?
The Bible tells us exactly how they felt at first. Luke 2:8-9 says this:



"And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over
their flocks at night. An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the
Lord shone around them, and they were terrified."

® The shepherds were scared to death.

They're not happy. They're not having a merry Christmas, either. They are
scared to death. By the way, the Greek word here for “terrified” is the word
"phobeo." We get the word "phobia" from it. These guys panicked. They're filled
with fear. They're looking for someplace to hide. Their hearts are pounding, they
were sweating. Some of them probably are looking for an outhouse. They're
petrified with anxiety. In other words, when the shepherds first heard the news,
they freaked out. They're not happy either.

What about the wise men? These are the last guys in the story. Matthew 2:1 tells
us this: "After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King
Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem."

So when these wise men finally show up in Jerusalem and their caravan pulls
into their destination, how do they feel? BTW, it doesn’t tell us how many wise
men arrived. But we know at least two. But it could be 3 or more, or as much as
10. And they certainly weren't kings. They served the kings. They served the
emperors as advisors, and the Bible in the book of Daniel tells us that Daniel had
been trained as one of these wise men, one of these magi. BTW, Magi, which is the
plural of magus, refer to priests in the ancient religion of Persia. Remember
Daniel? He was trained to be a magi. But, of course, as we know, Daniel never
bowed to their Gods. The magi were experts in astrology that’s why they looked to
the star at Bethlehem and learned that it was the sign of the Messiah when they
studied the Jewish scriptures. It just tells us that even pagans came to worship

Jesus. And God moved in their hearts to give their best gifts to baby Jesus.



Now, how long did it take for them, the wise men, to get to Jerusalem from
ancient Persia which is Iran today? Well, if you go straight across the desert,
which, by the way, you couldn't do, that's about 800 miles. But if you took the
ancient trade route, it was more like 1,250 miles. So, these guys have been
traveling on camels through the desert for at least two to three months. This is not
easy traveling. This is not catching a plane or a train or driving in a car. They're on
camels for two or three months; it's mostly desert; they pass through foreign
countries, perilous terrain, all kinds of bandits; it's hot; it's sweaty; it's tiring; and it
certainly wasn't a snowy white Christmas. So how do you think the wise men felt
when they finally reached their destination? The likely answer is this.

e The wise men were exhausted.

They're exhausted. And I have no doubt that many times during their long and
arduous journey, they probably asked themselves, "Is this worth it? Why are we
going to all this suffering? Maybe we should give up. Maybe we should turn back.
It's just too hard.”

So let's just review our cast of characters at the first Christmas. Mary, Joseph,
the shepherds, and the wise men. They're confused, they're worried, some are hurt
and brokenhearted, fearful, scared, and exhausted. The bottom line is this: at one
point, every one of the characters in the Christmas story felt like giving up.

Have you ever felt like that? I'm sure you have. Two thousand years later, [ am
absolutely certain that many of you are feeling one of these emotions at Christmas
number 2025. This Christmas, you may be feeling confused or worried or hurt or
brokenhearted. You may be feeling fearful or just exhausted for personal reasons.
Or because of what’s going on in the world. There are wars, calamities, sex
scandals, political chaos, economic uncertainty. What does this Christmas story
have to say to you? Here's the key. Here's the key to less confusion and more

clarity, less stress and more peace. The key to healing your hurt or your broken
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heart, to replacing your fears with confidence, to replenishing your exhausted soul.
What is the key? Do what these people did when they felt like giving up.

The very first Christmas, every one of these characters looked up to God. They
all looked up to God. Because when you do that, it fills you with hope.

Now, I want you to take note of this, because here's the big idea.

When their focus changed, their feelings changed!

When their focus changed, their feelings changed. When I look up, things will
start looking up.

e Everything changed for Mary when she focused on God's promises.

At first, Mary wasn't focused on God's promises. She's focused on her
unplanned pregnancy. She's focused on the impossible position that she's been put
in, the gossip and the rumors and her likely rejection by her fiancé, her own family.
What her friends are going to say, and how she's going to be ostracized by the
community. Her wedding plans were now tossed in the garbage. She is not focused
on anything but all the bad news. Then Mary looked up and she turned her focus to
God and specifically to the promises of God. And when she did that, she began to
believe and she began to see that God had a bigger and a better idea for her life.
She began to see that this was not the end of the story, but actually it was the
beginning of a much greater story that God had chosen her to be a part of.

The Bible says it like this in Luke 1:35-38, “The angel answered, °...For no
word from God will ever fail.” ‘I am the Lord s servant,” Mary answered. ‘May
your word to me be fulfilled.”” Then the angel left her.”

When Mary's focus changed, it changed her feelings, and her feelings changed
from confusion to celebration. And in Luke 1, she prays the most amazing prayer
of thanksgiving after what seemed to be bad news, and it's chock full of Scriptures

that she obviously had memorized.



If you read that prayer of Mary, it's full of Scripture. Mary was a woman of the
Word, and she focuses not on her situation, but on the promises of God. And Luke
1:48 is part of that prayer. Mary says this, “...for he has been mindful of the
humble state of his servant. From now on all generations will call me blessed.”

Is that a change in attitude? I would say so, because she's changed her focus.

What about Joseph? Everything changed for Joseph when he changed his focus,
when he looked up, and he stopped focusing on his pain and started focusing on
God's plan.

e Everything changed for Joseph when he focused on God’s plan.

Joseph, of course, naturally, felt hurt. He felt brokenhearted, because he's
focusing on his own feelings, being betrayed. He's focusing on the shame it would
bring him. He couldn't see any other solution except his plan to quietly break off
the engagement.

Maybe you're in a situation and you can't see another way but to get out of it.
But Joseph's plans changed dramatically when his focus changed. And in a dream,
he looks up in this dream and he sees an angel, who reveals God's plan. Matthew
1:20 tells us, "But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to
him in a dream and said, ‘Joseph son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary home

b

as your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.”” Now he's
focusing on God's plan, not his pain.

What about the shepherds?

e Everything changed for the shepherds when they looked up.

That same night, it says that the shepherds, they'd only been focused on
protecting their sheep from predators, and that's why they're out with their sheep
sleeping on the hillside. They're not in some motel. They had no other focus.

They're focusing on protecting the sheep. But when the angel put on a light show



in the sky and it was bright and brilliant, it scared them to death. But they calmed
down when they heard what the angel had to say, in Luke 2:10-13.

The angel said this: "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. This will be a sign to
you. You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.” Suddenly a
great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and
saying, ‘Glory to God in the highest heaven, and on earth peace to those on whom
his favor rests.”” (Luke 2:10-14).

You know, that concert of music in the sky totally changed their focus, and next
it tells us in Luke 2:15-16, "When the angels had left them and gone into heaven,
the shepherds said to one another, ‘Lets go to Bethlehem and see this thing that
has happened, which the Lord has told us about.” So they hurried off and found
Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.’”

Now, listen. They're not only no longer afraid, now they're courageous, and they
boldly start telling everybody else they come in contact with. Luke 2:17 and in
verse 20 says this: "When they had seen him, they spread the word concerning
what had been told them about this child." They are bold. They're telling
everybody about this. "The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all
the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told.” 1t was
what they had seen, it was the focus that changed their whole attitude. What started
out as panic turned into a party. Wouldn't you like that in your life? Only Jesus
Christ can turn your fears into fun.

What about the wise men? Finally...

e Everything changed for the wise men when they met Jesus.

Now these wise men, of course, had been looking up all along because they're

following a star to find him in the first place. So the entire journey, for several
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months, they're looking up. It's what started their journey to Jesus in the first place.
If they hadn't been looking up, they would have never seen the star. They would
have missed the entire event. But that star led them to Jerusalem and a meeting
with King Herod, whom the scholars of Herod told them that the Messiah would be
born not in Jerusalem, but actually in the little town of Bethlehem.

In Matthew 2:9-10 it says this. After leaving King Herod, “After they had heard
the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen when it rose went
ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw
the star, they were overjoyed." That's a change in attitude. "On coming to the
house, they saw the child with his mother Mary, and they bowed down and
worshiped him. Then they opened their treasures and presented him with gifts of
gold, frankincense and myrrh." (Matthew 2:9-10).

I don't have time to explain this, but each of those were symbols of what Jesus
Christ would do for you in his life, death, and resurrection.

Now, here's what [ want to point out to you. All of the fatigue and all their
tiredness and all their exhaustion from months of travel, and all the aches and pains
and soreness from sitting on a camel for months going across the desert, it all
evaporates the moment they focused on Jesus and met him personally.

Let me ask you, how do you know when you've really met Jesus? Not knowing
about him, but you actually know him. How do you know when you've had a
personal encounter with Jesus Christ? I'll tell you. You act and react the same four
ways that the wise men did. If you've really met Jesus Christ personally, first you
feel humbled by his presence. You bow down. You lose all your sense of ego and
arrogance and self-importance and narcissism. Second, you express your gratitude
and your love. That's called worship. They bowed down in worship. Worship
simply means, it's a big word, it means expressing my love to God. Third, you

open up to him everything you hold dear. That's your treasure chest. What's in your
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treasure chest, the stuff that you hold dearest to you? You open that up to Christ.
And fourth, you want to give him the best of everything you've got. Not out of
duty, not out of guilt, not out of pressure, but out of gratitude and love.

Friend, this Christmas and next year, there’s hope for you. Just look up. Be like
Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, and the wise men. Focus on God, focus on his plans
for you. And if you don’t have a relationship with Jesus, come forward to meet
him, worship him as your God, your Lord, your Savior. He loves you so much that
he died for you on the cross to carry your sins and forgive you of your sins. And he
rose again to give you eternal life if you just surrender your life to him. As we’re

about to start a new year, restart your life with a new life in Jesus.
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