You mean we have to hear more of you, sheesh!

· Yeh, I have double-duty today.  
· I was gone last weekend on a mini-mission trip with the youth group.

· So this week I get to celebrate AND preach.

But I don’t HAVE to celebrate and preach.  I GET TO.  
· Let me explain…
· Last Saturday, when the students and I were in Niland, CA to help clean up a community center lot for their Christmas program, I had an interesting comment shared with me by one of our adult youth leaders.
· We were just beginning our lunch break, and I told everyone to hold up with their sandwich making, b/c we still had to say grace.  
· And that’s when LeeAnne promptly replied, 
“We don’t have to say grace.  We get to say grace.”

That really struck me.  
· And so – with her permission – I’m stealing it as the theme for my sermon today.
(
Our following of Jesus – and thereby being a Christian – is not so much a checklist of things we HAVE to do or not do in order to “stay within the lines,” “abide by the rule book,” or even to be a “good Christian.”  
· There’s no such thing.

No one gets to be a Christian or stays a Christian by checking off a list of “have to’s”: 
· Pray before meals.

· Read your Bible.

· Go to church.

· Tithe 10% or more of your income.

· Volunteer your service.

· Talk about Jesus with others.

· And, oh yeah – don’t forget to make confession, call your mom, sing hymns,
be nice, and eat your vegetables.  

Not that those things are bad, of course, or that you shouldn’t do them.  
· But being a Christian isn’t about HAVING to do those things.  
· It’s GETTING to do those things.
We get to share with God and His life for us and for the world.  

· We get to cooperate with God’s renewal process that – as Isaiah says – brings the desert to blossom, the glory of the Lord to be seen, weak hands and fearful hearts to be strengthened, the blind to see, deaf ears to be unstopped, the lame to walk, and the speechless to be given a voice.

· This is a plan and a purpose that God is in the midst of doing, and He calls us to join Him in His adventure, His renewal, His salvation for the world, whom He dearly loves.

All those things listed before – well, HAVING to do those things is like Eeyore: 

“O—k.  I’ll get to it.  Probably won’t work.”
But GETTING to do those things is like Tigger: “Woo hoo.  Let’s bounce.  

There’s no time to lose!”
· Having to pray is dreading a time when I don’t know what to say, so let’s keep it short.

· Getting to pray is a chance – anywhere/anytime – to talk with our heavenly Daddy about our day, how we’re feeling, what’s on our mind, saying thanks for cool things and experiences, asking questions we don’t understand, and all the while knowing that He listens, cares, and is acting in our best interest.

· Having to read the Bible is a tedious task, b/c I don’t understand it, don’t know where to begin, and honestly don’t really even like it.
· Getting to read the Bible is acknowledging God’s love letter to you that lets you in on the big picture of what He’s been up to and what He’s still going to do; 

· How you fit into the picture and thankful you have a chance to learn, mark, and inwardly digest the instructions, examples, and comfort of those who have gone before us.
· Having to tithe is saying I don’t got it, can’t do it, won’t do it, and would rather focus on my time and talent instead of my treasure.

· Getting to tithe is a chance to see how the little we own can be used for greater purposes to make a real difference in this world.  

· B/c we gave to a Mission, a family didn’t go hungry.  

· B/c we kept the church doors open, a girl grew in self-confidence and understanding that God truly does love her.

· B/c we gave to support a youth ministry team, a teen didn’t commit suicide.

· B/c we gave toward a quilt ministry, a grieving widower was comforted and discovered God wasn’t really angry at him. 
· B/c we give to St. Paul’s, a place of hope and peace is established for young and old to make peace with their Creator.   
· Having to share Jesus with others is fearing what they’ll do or say to you in reply.
· Getting to share Jesus with others is offering a free gift that can change the eternal destiny and attitude of a person – a risk that is worth any rejection.

I think you get the drift…

· “Have to” is a chore, a check-list, a duty to fulfill.
· “Get to” is a pleasure to enjoy and an outflow of life given over more to Jesus.

But what’s that you say: “They’re not?” 

· You find it hard to do those things?

· You fight with yourself to live out those things?  

Well, you’re not alone.  

· Just b/c we’re Christians, doesn’t mean we’re immune to doubts, laziness, uncertainty, greed, pride, lust, selfishness, back-biting, anger, or failures.  
· That’s why there’s no such thing as a “good Christian.”  

· We’re a Christian in following Jesus the same way we were a Christian in starting the journey: 
· By God’s grace and through faith we were saved (see Ephesians 2:8) to say “YES” to Jesus.

· And daily we must continue by God’s grace and through faith to say “YES” to Him and His life for us.  
· We were not – and are not – saved by our own deeds, works, positive energy, karma, or years of experience. 
· It’s always by grace.

· That way no one can boast of being a better Christian than another (see Ephesians 2:9).
So if you still feel like you HAVE TO DO all those things and not as much GET TO as a joy, privilege, or pleasure in God’s plan of renewal, then, “Congratulations – you’re still a sinner like the rest of us.”  

· And it doesn’t count to say things like, 

· “Well, I’m pretty good – I do 6 out of 10, so that’s passing.”  

· Or the ever popular, “Hey, I’m no serial killer.”

· Sorry, guys, that doesn’t cut it.  

· Consider Jesus’ words, “Be perfect as your Heavenly Father is

 perfect” (Matthew 5:48).  

· “...be holy in all you do; for it is written: ‘Be holy, because I am holy’”
   (1 Peter 1:15-16).  
· This isn’t rocket-science here.  
· This isn’t Greek exposition to get to the bottom of what code
 Jesus was really meaning. 
· That’s what he said.  
· And that’s what we’re NOT.  

· So, “Houston, we have a problem.”
· We know the ideals of WE GET TO, but we still feel like we 
HAVE TO. 
To reconcile this gap, it’s important – as we prepare for the annual celebration of the Christ child – not to forget that as awesome as Christmas is, there was a reason why he was born.  (i.e. The reason for the reason for the season) ( 

· It wasn’t just to be a cute baby and entertain angels, shepherds, and wise men all

 night. 
· It was to grow up as a man, but not just as an ordinary man – as a
 God/man.

· One who would dare challenge a religion and an empire by saying he was God – the long-promised Chosen One, who would fulfill all their dreams and desires for freedom, restoration, and new life.  
· But it wouldn’t be by an uprising or by revolt…
· Nor would it be by dispensing secret knowledge…

· Not even by just being a really, really good person with cool powers.

· No, Christ would accomplish all those dreams and desires… by dying on a tree as a curse, a criminal, and a cast-off.  

· By doing so, he would take upon himself all the sin, fear, doubts, imperfections, mistakes, selfishness, greed, lust, pride, anger, and lies of humanity – past, present, and future.  
· He could do this, b/c as much as he was a man, he was also God – the eternal of all time.  

So by removing that which separates our imperfect reality from a perfect God, Christ bridges the gap b/w our HAVE TO and God’s GET TO.
The more we understand from whence we came – and from whence we’re constantly needing to be delivered from – the more our hearts and minds should be opened to a place of thankfulness, praise, and awe for Jesus.
· Everyday, therefore, as Jesus draws that much closer to his return, we are that much more indebted to him.

· And we marvel at the fact that despite our debt to him, Jesus still lends us innumerable benefits of love to share with him in renewing a barren land and people.

· This is inspiring – not simply to HAVE to pray, read the Bible, attend church, tithe, share Jesus, serve others, and the lot of it – like we’re under some sort of taskmaster,…

· But we GET to play with our God, come back home with our God, give our God things to work miracles with, and let our God show us wisdom and mysteries that others – to their peril – ignore.

You know, over the last 2 months, the youth group has been working on painting the outside of a house for a disabled couple.  

· It’s taken longer than first expected.  

· But thanks to one of our youth group moms, Amy V., and her perseverance, we got to help out some more this past Friday.

· Well, while we were there with some students after school, I found myself constantly monitoring the students’ work ethic, attitude, and conversation.  

· They wanted to help and they were helping, but sometimes their conversation and preoccupation to socialize overtook the focus to serve, be more efficient, and look to the needs of others.  

· And while Amy and I continued to work on other parts of the project, I was not feeling the joy of giving.  

· I was too concerned with what the students were doing or not doing at times.  

· I was like, “I have to get them to stay on task; I have to help them to understand that this isn’t about them; I have to get them to be mindful of their surroundings.  I have to teach and model for them what it means to help others.”
· Now, we did accomplish a good amount, and the students really did work.  

· But, the simple fact that I got to help another was lost on me that day.  

· I was too preoccupied with my mental checklist of what I HAD to do on site with the teens.

Until I read an email.

· In trying to explain to a guy I know why I couldn’t talk with him this last Friday afternoon, he simply wrote back saying, “Have fun painting Jesus’ house.”

In all my worry about what I HAD to do, I lost the fun in serving Jesus himself, by getting to paint HIS house.  

· After all, when we serve those in need, we serve Jesus (see Matthew 25).

In closing, following Jesus is an amazing adventure that is to captivate our hearts and entire lives.  

· Unfortunately, sometimes being a Christian feels more like sitting under one big guilt trip to constantly be told how much more we should attend church, give, pray, love, serve, forgive, and do good.  

· Yes, these things are part of following Jesus.

· But they should increasingly be a natural outflow of our life with Jesus – something that is fun and cool to GET to do, and less and less something that we grit our teeth while bearing.

This Advent, as we prepare our hearts to make Christ room, if there are things in our walk with God that still seem more like chores, lists, or tick-boxes, then those are probably areas in our life where God is gently nudging us and saying, 

· “Hey, can I come in to this room of your heart and make a cozy fire to warm you up to my presence here?”  

· If you feel that nudge, in just a moment, we’re going to pray, and I’m going to invite you to offer it up to God – to trade that burden or chore that you HAVE to do – and let God give it back to you later as a new toy that is so cool you’re going to GET to play with it.  

Remember those feelings as a kid, when you got something that you wanted and you were like, “Whoa, I get that!!??!!  Thanks, Mom.  Thanks, Dad.”  
· For me, it was a new bike.  
· But not just any bike – a bike with space age discs on the wheels that replaced the usual spokes.  
· So when you rode the bike, you got this cool sound as the air rushed though: zhoo, zhoo, zhoo, zhoo (
· It was no longer a bike that I HAD to ride to my friend’s house or to the store to get stuff for mom.  
· It was a bike I GOT to ride, and I WANTED to do more for Mom at the store.  
· She was like, “Who are you, and what have you done with my

     son??”  

So, what’s God nudging you on to give over to him, 

         so that it’s not a HAVE TO but a GET TO?

· Let’s take a moment to reflect, and then let’s pray...  

