What God Wants For Christmas
Mic 6:6-8 "With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? 7  Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil?  Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" 8 He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness,  and to walk humbly with your God? ESV
The seed thought of this message is from a sermon of the same name by Dr. Ray Pritchard delivered on December 15, 1996
______________________________________________________________________

What do you get for Christmas for the person who has everything?  Everybody has at least one person on their list that is hard to buy for like that.  Do you go homemade?  Do you just try a shot in the dark at something whimsical?  Soap on a rope again?  Another tie when they don't even own a suit?  I noticed a website this year that has the answer:  novelty and exotic colognes and perfumes.  They have some unique fragrances to say the least, fragrances like:

Grease Monkey, Money, Burning Rubber, and Boiled Crawfish can all be purchased from “Weird Scents.”  I think the site is appropriately named!

A company, L'Artisan Parfumeur, a few years ago tried to produce a perfume based off the circus which was supposed to have captured, and I quote, “the aroma of the great cats, the sawdust in the ring and the leather whip.”  Critics said that they failed and instead produced a paste that smelled more like – and again I quote – “a new fur coat rubbed with a very creamy mint toothpaste.”  

The company Demeter Fragrance has a whole slew of oddball perfumes including:

Black Pepper – make one called Cayenne and that's how you get a Cajun to kiss you!

Play-Doh – for “Those fresh-from-the-can, full-of-potential, childhood memories.”   

Clean Windows – Windex and squeakiness!

Dirt – and if that's not enough...

Earthworm – said to smell not like the worm but to catch the aroma of the under earth where the earthworm lives...  If you think that a bit odd, you can freshen up with:

Holy Water – a perfume said to have a hint of “porcelain font, ozone scented water, and oak scented pew.”

Vinyl – yep, like the 1970's seat coverings.  And my all-time favorite idea for a perfume:

Poison Ivy – Yes, I'm serious.  This is too good to pass on by without full attention so here is the description of the perfume from their website:

At Demeter, we thought it was high time Poison Ivy gave people something better than a rash, so we decided to capture the great, fresh smell of Poison Ivy without the itching and scratching. Demeter's Poison Ivy is a sharp and woody green scent, mixed with earthy notes and weeds, reminiscent of the wild, untamed vine in the forest.  The inspiration for Poison Ivy� came as walking an English Mastiff, (a.k.a. a dog names Zephyr) in the country; a walk that took Zephyr through a patch of Poison Ivy. The most common way people get Poison Ivy without first-hand contact is from petting dogs and cats that romped in it. Thus, within a few days, between bouts of scratching, began reliving the memories of mother running the local Girl Scout camp and teaching the Scouts leaves of three, let them be, and going through Calamine Lotion by the gallon. To capture the essential scent for Poison Ivy, but to leave behind the itching and scratching, we had to eliminate the offending active ingredient that causes Poison Ivy rashes, Urushiol. There is much confusion about how Urushiol is spread. People may be exposed from touching clothing or garden tools; even years after these were in contact with Poison Ivy. Urushiol can even be carried on smoke particles, causing reactions on the skin or even inside the lungs - none of which will present a problem if you limit your Poison Ivy experiences to Demeter's Poison Ivy - all the reward of the outdoors, with none of the risk. 
A 4oz bottle of Poison Ivy Cologne sets you back only $39.50 plus shipping.  Or you can get a 2oz tube of massage and body oil for only $12.00.  Or, if you're a little low on cash, you can go out in the woods, and just find a patch and...

I've got a better solution for you today:  just ask the person what they'd like.  It's simple, fast, efficient and alleviates a lot of stress and the possibility of a stupid gift, like poison ivy perfume.  Just ask!  If they don't tell you anything, then don't buy them anything or get them chocolate – most everybody likes chocolate and if they don't, you can help them dispose of it and everybody wins!    

Let's ask a higher and harder question today and that is what do you get God for Christmas?  If you had not just heard my advice, then that should immediately stress you out.  He really does have everything!  He created everything and He is what holds everything together.  If He were to lack something, then He could just create it and I cannot find in my Bible where He ever wore a neck tie.  He has all of the poison ivy in the world and certainly doesn't need any more of it!  Anything that you would give Him materially is already His anyways.  But you're not stressed because you've already heard my advice.  He might like chocolates, or He might not, but we're going to make it easy by letting Him tell us what He wants.  We don't have to ask and we don't have to guess because He has already told us.  And Micah recorded it so that we would always know, year after year.  What God wants for Christmas this year is the same thing that He wanted last year and the same thing that He has wanted for the last, oh, 2,700 years since our text was written.      

__________________________________________________

God's wish list is not found at the mall with Santa, but in a prophet's writings named Micah.  Micah is a part of the minor prophets which just means that they are shorter than some of the other prophet's writings and does not mean that they are less important.  In fact, Micah managed to pack into his book some very important things, things like Micah 5:2:

Mic 5:2 But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah, who are too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you shall come forth for me one who is to be ruler in Israel,  whose origin is from of old, from ancient days. ESV
That is the scripture from the Old Testament that prophesied that Jesus would be born in Bethlehem.  There were two Bethlehem's and the Bethlehem Ephrathah was the smaller and, to man's way of thinking, the most unimportant city, a few miles from Jerusalem in the south.  Its only claim to fame was that it had been the birthplace of David, but it would within 700 years of this prophecy become the birthplace of David's greatest heir, the child Christ Jesus!  This is the prophecy that dictated that Joseph and Mary would have to travel from Galilee to Southern Judea.  This is the prophecy that was quoted by the scholars to the wise men.  

We often ignore the context of this verse because we now know the ultimate fulfillment, but the context was that it was to give a ray of hope to a dark and very stressed out region.  Micah's day was one of great turmoil highlighted by international tension.  Read a  few verses on from this prophecy and you'll hear Assyria mentioned and Israel was under tribute slavery to this foreign king.  They were allowed to live in their homes and land as long as they paid great and horrible amounts of taxes.  They lived under constant threat of capture and infighting between the Assyrians, the Egyptians, and the Philistines.  Micah's prophecy of the Savior coming from Bethlehem was to say, “despite the fear and the uncertainty of this area and what's going on, God is still in control and what the enemy views as insignificant will produce what is the most significant.”  

Micah's day was also characterized by corrupt ministry and religion.  Again and again, Micah railed against priests who took bribes and then said whatever the people wanted to hear so that they would continue to give financially.  Micah's prophecy here was that, “you cannot trust Jerusalem and the priests and leaders there in the capital city or the religious leaders, but God is going to raise up something better from an obscure place and He will be able to be trusted for He will have been from everlasting to everlasting!

And Micah's day was also known for moral chaos.  It was a day where every man was for himself and where the rich was ripping off the poor and where it seemed that everybody was out to cheat everybody else.  Your priest couldn't be trusted, your friends couldn't be trusted, and likely some of your family couldn't even be trusted.  And yet Micah said, “There is a ruler who is coming who will come from humble beginnings and yet He is the ruler that will set things right as they should be.  Right will win in the end and it will begin in Bethlehem!  

It is in this context – in a setting that doesn't sound all that different than modern times – that Micah told us of what God could be given that would bring a smile on His face.  In the midst of this prophet's thunderings, he gave us the great gift of God's wish list.  This is one of those scriptures that you should memorize and write down on a piece of paper and put it on the dash board of your car.  It's been called “the greatest verses in the Old Testament” and “the heart of God's covenant with man.”  Although it's only three verses long, it tells us what God wants from His people.  You can know exactly what God wants for Christmas from you from reading Micah 6:6-8.

First, the prophet gives us the wrong answers – for those who would guess and not ask God and just try to get Him whatever pleases them rather than what truly pleases Him, the prophet takes the time to knock a few crazy ideas off.  He gives us in verses 6 and 7 three things that people often come up with their own that God wants most from them and that are within themselves absolutely the wrong answer.  First we read:

Mic 6:6 "With what shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before God on high? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? ESV       

This is the mistake that God is only concerned with the quality of sacrifice.  Year-old calves were considered the finest choice and prime age for sacrificial animals.  The people had heard Micah's warnings of judgment and of God's displeasure, and so they were saying, “oh, what does God want?”  And then without waiting for the answer, they had plowed ahead with their first thoughts of what might make Him happy:  “I'll give God the best that I can give.”  We'll make sure that we are giving the best that we can afford to give and the highest ideal of what we can give and that will please God when He sees that I have truly sacrificed to give him what I consider the best, then He'll be pleased, and yet the answer to the implied question is “no, God is not looking just for burnt offerings with calves a year old.” 

Stay with me for a moment.  In verse 7 we read two other ideas that the people came up with to give God:

Mic 6:7a Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousands of rivers of oil? ESV
This is the mistake of believing that God is only concerned with the quantity of sacrifice.  “If I give more and more and more and more, then it will appease God's wrath and He'll be happy.”  “I will sacrifice greatly and repeatedly to make up for all of the other and that's what God wants to see.”  “I'll give sacrifices today, and tomorrow and the day after that until I die and I'll keep giving Him my sacrifice and that will please the Lord, because how can He not be pleased with such a large amount of sacrifice?”  But the answer is “no, God is not looking for mass quantities of sacrifice to be pleased.”  

And then verse 7 concludes with the unthinkable:

Mic 6:7b Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" ESV  
This is a horrible answer, one that came from their pagan religions.  The God of the Bible forbade human sacrifice because only the One born in Bethlehem was pure enough to be accepted as a sacrifice, but they asked, “should I give my first born child to Him to please Him?”  “Should I sacrifice my son to cover the sin of my soul?”  This is the mistake of thinking Deity can be appeased with the ultimate sacrifice only.  There was nothing more valuable to a man in Bible days than the heir of his house.  “I'll sacrifice my future for God and give up my children to Him and then He will be pleased” and yet the implied answer is, “no.” 

What's the problem with all of this?  Have you grasped it and discerned it yet?  The problem is that this is “make a deal” religion.  These corrupt people were trying to buy off God.  “Everybody has their price” is what they were saying, and “what is God's?”  “Let's make a deal, God.”  And in all of this, they missed it because they never offered themselves.  They were willing to give man's ideal of the best; they were willing to give great quantities of other things; they were willing even to consider giving someone else's life for their own, but they never offered themselves.  They had never offered God what He really wanted and what He really wants:  God wants your heart.  He wants who you really are to belong to Him and to be pleasing to Him.  He wants your flesh to change and not another to try to make up for its imperfections.  He doesn't want more sacrifice from a soul that does not truly and completely and wholeheartedly belong to Him.  

David also knew this and admitted it during his great prayer of forgiveness:

Ps 51:16-17 For you will not delight in sacrifice, or I would give it; you will not be pleased with a burnt offering. 17 The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. ESV    
This was after David had been confronted by the prophet after his sin with Bathsheba.  David knew that God was not interested in the most perfect lamb, if David's heart was still hardened towards His maker.  David knew that as a king, he could offer thousands of lambs until the blood ran down the street and yet that would never make up for the distance of His heart from His God.  David's sin did indeed claim his first born child as a victim and yet had David not made things right with God inwardly and truly turned to serve Him again, that death would have meant nothing but further grief.  God didn't want David's lip service, penance, or sacrifice, He wanted David through and through.  God wanted to see David yearn for the things of Jehovah again, to pant again after the house of God like the deer pants for the stream as David wrote in younger years.  God wanted to have David's heart where he was sensitive and no longer callused from his sin.  He wanted to see the king of Israel with a broken spirit, and a broken and contrite heart.  For David to be sincere and real with him.  Nothing else – all the lambs in the world and even human sacrifice – could keep this from being true.  More than anything, God wanted David to be genuine with Him.  That's what God wanted more than anything else.

The ultimate Lamb has come and the Son of God, the firstborn of all Creation has died and paid the ultimate price for your sin.  But, hear this preacher carefully so that you do not misunderstand what I'm about to say.  The Lamb of God fulfilled all three scenarios that the people of Micah's day came up with as possibly being pleasing God.  He was the perfect Lamb, the prime and spotless sacrifice.  He was not just killed, but the blood flowed rivers in extreme from His scourging to the abuse on the cross to the spear that split his side and the nails in His hands and His feet.  And He was the Son of God verily dying in our steads for our sins.  And yet that in itself is not enough, if you do not give God what He really wants.  All of that was to fulfill things so that you could give God what He truly wants.  He wants you.  He wants your heart.  He wants you to be real with Him.  To stop this “let's make a deal” game and get genuine with the Almighty.  For you to change to be like Him and a man or woman after His own heart.  If that does not take place, then the death of the Child will have been in vain and the Lamb's great sacrifice will have been for nothing!  That statement is true in David's life, that statement is true in Micah's time and it is still true today!  

I see in the words of Micah what some people do to God in modern times.  There are some who never get real with God and never realize that He most “desires truth in the inward parts.”  And they try to make up with it by quality religion.  “I'll go to church and get my praise on” and yet it is not from a heart truly rejoicing in God's holiness but a desire to make up for the many areas that they have withheld from the Holy One.  Or in other denominations, “I'll give God great and pious sounding religion and that will save me and make up for the other.”  “I'll keep living as I want to and doing whatever I desire, but when I go to church, I will give God great things and great traditions and great motions.”  “I'll give to God the best of what men tend to think of what God would want.”  And yet they miss the point.

There are some who make the mistake too in modern times of thinking that quantity of sacrifice will make up for their lack of obedience and the with holding of their whole heart.  “I'll give much money to the church,” they say, thinking that would make up for the other areas where they lack sincerity.  I'll sacrifice some vacation time and give great amounts of days and time and effort and work to the church” they think and yet I'll still live as I want.  Quantity but not you.  Copious amounts of other things, but always missing the primary thing of your heart.  You'll give all of that, but what about all of you?  What about your desires?  What about your dreams?  What about your core values?  That's what God wants most!  

And there are some who will offer their families completely to God.  “Well, I make sure my kids are at Sunday School every Sunday.”  “I bring my youth to youth service.”  “I tell my family all of the time that they need to serve the Lord.”  They're utterly free with offering the sum of their family to God and yet they never seem to get around to offering their own lives completely.  Other things are always priority and they'll be quick to tell you, “I make sure my family is here.”  As if their willful giving of their children could ever make up for the lack of their giving themselves.

Micah goes on to tell us the correct answer of what God really wants:

Mic 6:8 He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? ESV      
Forget the details at first and notice the import of these words in general.  It's you that God wants.  What you do, what you love, and how you walk.  Things will never make up for the lack of a heart given to God; great sacrifices and other people's commitments will never make up for you giving yourself.  It is not the flesh of bulls and goats, but of you, that God wants on His altar.  It is not the unwilling sacrifices for lambs and children would not want such things, but God wants the sacrifice of a willing sacrifice.  He wants you get real with Him.  Unless you give Him your heart, then the child and Lamb will have died in vain!  What God wants for Christmas is you.  He gave Himself for you and now He wants you in return!  Not just religious showery, and not just great sacrifice, but you.  

__________________________________________

It is good that you want to give to the church and that you want to sacrifice money and time for God.  It is good for people to want their family and children to be a part.  I'm not demeaning any of those things and indeed in Micah's day, animal sacrifice without blemish was commanded of scripture.  What Micah is saying, though, is that sacrifice without obedience is empty to God.  To do all of these things and never get around with engaging your inner man and being right with God in all that you do, love, and how you walk, is to miss the point.  All of the other is only pleasing to God if He first has what He truly wants.  All God wants for Christmas is for you to get real with Him and stop playing games.  Stop trying to wheel and deal!  First and foremost, He wants you!

Notice the terms of God's Christmas list carefully:

God wants you to do justice.
Justice means “doing what is right.” – “right” as defined by God's laws and books.  If you have the Holy Spirit, there was a time that you knew what was right but sometimes people stop listening to it.  The Hebrew word for justice refers to God's own character:  He wants you to be as He is in this world.  You can know this much more fully than Micah's day could because Jesus Christ, the child and Lamb was also God in flesh.  To do justice means to live as Jesus lived.  To act holy as He was holy.  To truly be a Christian which means, “Christ like.”  If you were put on trial today for being a Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict you?  Are you known as someone who almost always chooses right paths?  Are you known for someone who carefully considers what the Word of God says on a matter and then goes with that?  Are you known as someone who seeks the kingdom of God first and His righteousness and trusts God with the rest?   

God doesn't want people who act holy, but rather people who truly are holy.  That does not mean that you are perfect, but it means that you are not playing games with God.  There is no bargaining in your Spirit of “well, I do this and this and this, so you shouldn't care about that and that.”  If there is something in your life where you make that deal with God, then know that He will never accept it.  And until that one thing is gone, there is no true relationship.  You could give Him all of the other in the world and it will be to Him as poison ivy unless it is accompanied with a true and right heart.  Righteousness is paramount with God.  Justice – living right – is what He wants and is first on His list!  Again, God doesn't want people who act holy – He had enough of that with the Pharisees.  He wants people who are truly holy.  Not because of religious pomp or what they do at church, but because of how they are all of the time.  Justice – living right.  Do it!  Say that with me:  “just do it!”  That's what God wants for Christmas, for you to just live right before Him and stop justifying your sin and bargaining with Him.

God wants you to love kindness.
Some translations put it as “mercy.”  The Hebrew word means “loyal love” or “patient love.”  It's the same word sometimes translated as “His mercy endures forever.”  To love kindness speaks of our actions towards others.  God wants you to treat others as you have been treated by Him.  Think of that:  how has God treated you this year?  Has He shown you forgiveness?  Then forgive others as He has forgiven you.  Has He shown His great love to you, even when you didn't always act loveable?  Then do the same to others?  Have you crucified Him afresh?  Have you treated Him less than you should have at any point in this year?  And yet you're still here and He has responded to you and loved you and forgiven you, hasn't he?  Go and do likewise!  Has God overlooked your faults and given you a thousand second chances, then go and do likewise.  

Peter asked, “how many times should I forgive a brother who has sinned against me?  Seven times?”  And the answer was, “no, seventy times seven.”  That in itself is amazing, to forgive someone 490 times in one day for the same thing, and yet when you realize that Israel's history with God is characterized by four sets of 490 years and God's dealing with His people was in terms of seventy times seven, then you realize that Jesus was teaching for us to forgive others just as much in a day as God has forgiven Israel throughout all of history!  What God has done to you, so do to them.  That's kindness and that's what God wants for Christmas!

And finally,

God wants you to walk humbly with Him.
The word “humbly” is the opposite of pride and means “carefully” or “modestly.”  Humility has been defined as “having a right view of yourself because you have a right view of God.”  Humility is not just saying, “I am nothing, I'm a worm.”  Some people, when confronted in their sin, go to that card, “I'm a nobody.  I'm a failure.  I'm a scumbag.”  They might be right in some cases, but that's not humility but self-pity which is another form of pride.  Even when you are thinking of yourselves as the lowest of lows, you're still thinking more of yourself than you should.  

And pride in its normal manifestation is essentially having a too large view of yourself because you have a too small view of God.  Somebody catch it:  When your God is big, you will be small, and pride will be impossible.  So this is humility:  “God made me, and I belong to Him.  Every good thing I have in life is a gift from the Almighty.  Some have more, and some have less but it matters not to me.  I thank God for what I have and I'm going to do the best with what God has given me, and I'm going to leave the outcome to Him.”  

Walking humbly before Him truly as this saves us much trouble in life:  We won't have to get in a power game at work or live in the rat race or sell out on our convictions to get ahead or an edge.  We won't get angry at the silly comments people make and won't be easily offended.  We won't be slave to the needy friend cycle where we live paralyzed by what shallow people think of us continually and bound by insecurity.  We won't be roller-coaster Christians with roller-coaster faith.  To walk humbly before the Lord is to trust Him in everything and to stay true to Him despite anything and it enables us to be who we should be in Christ.  And so it doesn't matter what others think!  This is what God wants!  To walk humbly is to be confident in being right with God and so everything else doesn't matter much!

______________________________________________

The scribe came and asked Jesus the question in the New Testament and what followed is still just as profound as it ever was.  

Mark 12:28-34 And one of the scribes came up and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, asked him, "Which commandment is the most important of all?" 29 Jesus answered, "The most important is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. 30 And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.' 31 The second is this: 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these." 32 And the scribe said to him, "You are right, Teacher. You have truly said that he is one, and there is no other besides him. 33 And to love him with all the heart and with all the understanding and with all the strength, and to love one's neighbor as oneself, is much more than all whole burnt offerings and sacrifices." 34 And when Jesus saw that he answered wisely, he said to him, "You are not far from the kingdom of God." And after that no one dared to ask him any more questions. ESV
Why don't you too pause in asking Him all of your questions and focus on the answers that He has already provided?  You need to know how He is and how many He is, because to get that revelation is to realize that He is so great that He came to this earth to die for you!  And that ought to produce true humility in your life.  You ought to love your neighbor as yourself or show kindness, but also do justice which is to live right.  This is far more than all of the burnt offerings and sacrifices that you could offer.  But it will only come when you give God what He really wants.  He wants you.  He wants all of you.  He wants you to love Him with all of your heart, soul, mind, and all of your strength.  He doesn't want to make a deal.  He gave Himself, now He wants you to give yourself.  That's the only thing He wants.  It's all He'll ever want.  Not chocolates, not poison ivy, and not animals, but you.

Would that you would get real with God tonight!  It's the only thing on His Christmas wish list.  Drop the act, will you?  Let the false fronts melt away.  Stop trying to live up to Christianity only in outward action and let Him change you from the inside out.  Hear the wisdom of Micah and the hard-earned lesson of David:  the Lamb has died and the first born has given His life.  But that will mean nothing unless in return you give Him what He really wants.  God wants all of your heart.  Nothing else will do.  That's what God wants for Christmas!        

