Christmas Eve Candlelight Service 2015

“Let Every Heart Prepare Him Room”

Isaiah 40:3-5
Welcome

Good evening! Welcome to Texas Christian Church on this Christmas Eve as we celebrate the birth of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ! For our first-time visitors, I extend a special welcome…we’re glad you have joined us in this special celebration. For our church family and friends, this is even more special as we gather in our newly renovated church on Christmas Eve for the first time. Welcome home!

This evening will be a mixture of favorite Christmas carols, special music, readings, and thoughts that I hope will help us reflect on the true reason for the season. Please bow with me in prayer.

Our Heavenly Father, we gather this evening to celebrate the most wonderful gift ever given—the “indescribable gift” of your Son, Jesus Christ, sent to earth as a helpless baby, in order to save helpless sinners like us. Please accept our worship tonight as our gift to you. In Jesus’ name, Amen.

#88 - “Joy to the World” (1, 4)

Introduction of theme – “Let Every Heart Prepare Him Room”

Throughout the weeks leading up to Christmas, we have observed four themes of Advent—hope, peace, joy, and love—under the heading, “Let every heart prepare Him room,” taken right from the Christmas carol we just sang. Advent is a time of preparation, and through the book of Isaiah was have examined how Jesus Christ is the Hope of Christmas, the Peace of Christmas, the Joy of Christmas, and the Love of Christmas.

Tonight I would like to read from Isaiah 40:3-5,

A voice of one calling: “In the desert prepare the way for the Lord; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God. Every valley shall be raised up, every mountain and hill made low; the rough ground shall become level, the rugged places a plain. And the glory of the Lord will be revealed, and all mankind together will see it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken.”

You may recognize verse three as being fulfilled by John the Baptist, who was sent as the forerunner to the Messiah. But notice how his mission is referred to hear: “Prepare the way for the Lord.” Before the Promised One was to come, preparations had to be made. These were not putting up holiday decorations or making sure we have everything for the family meal. No, these were spiritual preparations, readying the heart to receive the King.

What was John’s primary message? According to Matthew 3:2, it was this: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.” In the following verse, Matthew identifies John as the fulfillment of Isaiah 40:3. I don’t think this is coincidental. Repentance is described in Isaiah 40, and that description is quoted in Matthew 3 as that which “prepare[s]…the way of the Lord.” Repentance prepares us for the reception of Jesus and His new life.

What does that word mean? “Repent” means to change one’s mind. The image is that in sin we are moving away from God; when we repent, we turn around and move toward God. We are sorry for our sin—sorry enough to want a life-altering change.
 This is not feeling sorry for ourselves, or sorry that we got caught, but coming to the point in our lives where we can’t go on the way we have been living, and we need a fresh start.

That is why Jesus came to earth: to give us a fresh start, a new life.

89 - “Thou Didst Leave Thy Throne” (1, 2)

Luke 2:1-7

In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. (This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register. 

So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child. While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 

No room—1st century

The innkeeper gets a lot of bad press for someone who’s not even mentioned in the Bible. He’s the scapegoat of the Christmas story and depicted as either the vicious villain or the busy businessman.
 Is that fair? Chuck Swindoll points out, 

Ancient Near Eastern rules of hospitality required the local inhabitants to open their homes to the visitors, but the sheer numbers would have overwhelmed the poor people of Bethlehem very quickly. So Mary and Joseph would have sought out an “inn.”
Thanks to the charming little children’s pageants presented in churches each Christmas, we typically think of the “inn” as an ancient version of Motel 6—clean beds for folks on a budget. We imagine the hapless couple vainly wandering the streets of Bethlehem searching for a vacancy.

In reality, “inns” were seedy little establishments run by shady characters, and they offered only a slightly better alternative to sleeping in the open fields. They were more like a truck stop than a motel, providing trade cara​vans modest room and board, as well as relative safety from robbers. They were not the kind of place a man would want to take his wife and children, and definitely not the ideal place to give birth. Nevertheless, even these were filled to capacity.

The picture of Joseph going from door to door, desperately begging shelter because Mary was in labor, has always struck a poignant chord amid the joy surrounding the rest of the Christmas story. And the nameless innkeeper who refused them refuge is usually considered right up there (or down there) next to Judas in the popular mind. But proba​bly he—or perhaps his sympathetic wife—remembered the cave behind the inn where animals were sheltered, and he opened it to the hapless couple. The hills around Bethlehem are perforated with such caverns, and they are still used to shelter cattle and sheep.
 This is probably closer to the truth than the wooden shed such we generally see in modern manger scenes.

The bottom line is this: When God the Son, Creator of the universe, came to earth as a baby, there was no room for Him. Practically speaking, during their stay in Bethlehem, Mary and Joseph were among the homeless.
 Jesus was born in poverty, obscurity, and humility—hardly the kind of entrance for the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords!

#83 - “O Come, All Ye Faithful” (1, 2)

Tammy’s poem

#81 - “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” (1, 4)

No room—21st century

The innkeeper should not have missed it because he was so close to it. Isn’t it interesting how we can go through life, and often be so close to the magnificent, and never let it dawn upon our conscious awareness? He was so close. The mother of our Lord was at his door. She was seeking a place to birth the Son of God, and he would not let her in because there was no room.
 

The innkeeper may have expe​rienced some reactions that are still very common today. He could have been:

1.  Too ignorant. Some people miss the message of Christmas simply because they don’t know much about the Nativity. The innkeeper should have known that one day the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem but he missed it.

2.  Too involved. The innkeeper might simply have been too busy. In the midst of his frantic activity, he missed that which was most important. Some of us get pulled in by the urgent and then find ourselves ignoring the important.

3.  Too indulgent. The innkeeper may have been overly focused on building his business. Maybe he was chasing that ever-elusive shekel and he didn’t think peasants from the backwaters of Nazareth could help his bottom line.
4. Too indifferent. Most people don’t have animosity toward Christ; they just don’t have any room for Him. They might sing Christmas carols and go to church but are bored by the things of God.

Could we say that today the world is filled with innkeepers who miss the meaning of Christmas? 

If that is not the case, why, as we go through the shopping centers during this season, are there so many grim faces in our stores, so many exhausted, sleepy people in our churches the Sunday before Christmas? The innkeeper missed Christmas because of ignorant preoccupation. He got so busy with everything that was going on in his life, taking care of the inn, taking care of the census, taking care of all of the pressure, he couldn’t stop to reflect upon the moment that was at hand. 

Many people today are like that. The chambers of their souls are filled with needless things, stuff that doesn’t really matter. They miss the Messiah of God. Oh, how hard it is for us to clear out the chambers of our heart and mind, and make room for the Messiah! One of the great tragedies of our time is not that God has forgotten us, but that we have forgotten Him.

Most tragic, and most relevant to us today, is the fact that Jesus is still homeless today in the lives of many. Oh, yes, I know that He is in Heaven at the right hand of the Father, preparing a place for those who trust in Him. I am not thinking of Jesus being homeless in a literal sense here, but in a figurative (though no less real) sense.


John Stott comments on the situation surrounding Christ’s birth, “It was symbolic of the rejection that Jesus was later to experience.”
 Even as we picture Joseph going house to house, knocking on doors seeking shelter, so we picture Jesus knocking on the hearts of people. He says in Revelation 3:20, “Look! I have been standing at the door, and I am constantly knocking. If anyone hears me calling him and opens the door, I will come in and fellowship with him and he with me.” Yet how many turn him away, just like the innkeeper. Bruce Larson observes,

Let’s not be hard on the innkeeper. He represents most of us. He is not a bad man, but a busy man. We can identify with that. In the season when we celebrate this birth we get so busy with Christmas cards and presents, with year-end internal revenue matters, with shopping and cooking, that there is no room in our lives for the most important guest of all. Like the innkeeper, we are not villains; we’re just preoccupied and harried.


Cruel, hard, evil people are not the only ones who turn Jesus away. Good, nice, kind people also leave Jesus on the outside. They’re not all that bad; their just busy. Their souls are consumed with activity—not necessarily sinful activity; just things that keep them busy. At Christmas, people are especially busy. Shopping, banquets, parties, concerts, school activities, and other things all compete for attention. And in the clutter of activity, many preoccupied people will miss the Son of God.

Let me put it bluntly: If you are too busy for Jesus, then you are just too busy! As He said to His disciples in the garden, “Couldn’t you give me one hour?” (my paraphrase). We may want to ask ourselves this pointed question: If I have no room for Jesus here on earth, should I expect Him to have room for me in heaven?

#82 - “O Little Town of Bethlehem” (1, 4)

No room—invitation

Jesus always knocks before entering. 
He doesn’t have to. He owns your heart. 
If anyone has the right to barge in, Christ does. 
But he doesn’t. 
That gentle tap you hear? It’s Christ. 
And when you answer, he awaits your invitation to cross the threshold.

Do you know that the Savior is still looking for space today? Our world seems to be too crowded for him, just as it was in the first century. But you have an opportunity to prepare room for the Redeemer in your heart by making one of two decisions.
If you’re a believer and you’ve al​lowed other things to crowd out Christ, it’s time to welcome him back by mak​ing room for him. Actually, we need to give him the right to reign supreme, not just to occupy a little room in our life.
If you’re not yet born again, make room for Jesus for the first time. The Savior came to this world and was turned away. John 1:12 tells us how to become a member of God’s family: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God.” Do you have room for Christ this Christmas?


May Jesus be a homeless Savior no longer. May we say, in the words of the chorus of the carol we sang earlier, “O come to my heart, Lord Jesus—there is room in my heart for Thee.”

Tina’s solo – “No Room/Have You Any Room for Jesus?”

Communion (receive candle)

It might seem strange the observe Communion, which focuses on the death of Jesus, on the night we celebrate His birth. Yet I find it appropriate because His death was the purpose of His birth. He said as much Himself in Mark 10:45, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Jesus came to lay down His life for us, that we might have life everlasting.

Such life is not automatic, however. Jesus also said in John 6:53, “I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you.” He was not speaking literally, of course, meaning that we must personally receive the gift of life He offers to us. In Communion we figuratively take His body and His blood—the payment for sin—and we receive it.

I ask that you come to the front to receive Communion, and as you return to your seat you will be given a candle to hold as we sing the final Christmas carol tonight. If you cannot come to the front, please raise your hand and we will bring Communion and a candle to you.

Let us pray. “Thank you, Jesus, for the gift of life You gave when You sacrificed Your body and blood on the cross. We receive it by faith and with gratitude. Amen.”

#87 - “Silent Night” (1, 3)
Merry Christmas, and good night.
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