      
      SOMETHING TO THINK & PRAY ABOUT!  
                                                                 ("I think, therefore I pray!")

  

In Scripture: "Behold, the virgin shall be with child, and shall bear a Son, they shall call His name Immanuel," which translated means, "God with us." (Matthew 1:23). --- "Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!" (2 Corinthians 9:15)

How Important is Christ in Christmas? “Just a hurried line … to tell a story which puts the contrast between our feast of the Nativity and all this ghastly ‘Xmas’ racket at its lowest. My brother heard a woman on a bus say, as the bus passed a church with a Crib outside it, ‘Oh Lord! They bring religion into everything. Look - they’re dragging it even into Christmas now!’” (C. S. Lewis)

"If Jesus had never been born it would be always winter, but never Christmas" (paraphrase of C. S. Lewis).
                               ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
       
                       "Are You Missing Christmas?”
 
That was the title of the first Christmas message I heard when I celebrated my first "real" Christmas on Sunday, December 25th, 1994. I had celebrated December 25th my whole life, but never truly celebrated what Christmas is really all about, and what it was for me for the first time that year. As I have once again reflected on that Christmas as I approach this one, it really got me thinking. In fact, far more and much better, it got me thinking --- then praying!

 

My dear friend and the human instrument used in my conversion just two months prior in Oct. 1994, Pastor Kent Wagner, now at the Johnston, IA E-Free Church, preached that cold Sunday morning December 25th a message that began by him saying that though many there at church that morning had already gathered with family and opened gifts, and planned a big get together and meal for later in the day, the burning question that still needed to be asked and answered was; "Are you missing Christmas?" The question needs to be asked again, especially now.

 

Our culture in an unprecedented way is trying to remove Christ from Christmas, so for the first time people are selling and buying "Holiday Trees". Some retailers no longer let the Salvation Army bell ringers in front of their stores, and several even refuse to speak in terms of Christmas, whether referring to a Christmas sale or even by saying Merry Christmas to people for fear of offending anyone -- anyone except Christians that is.

 

As someone has recently said; many of us think the celebration of Christmas is going to the dogs in this country when we see news stories about shoppers on "Black Friday" (the day after Thanksgiving) scuffling with Wal-Mart security guards. Fighting for what? A cheaper toy? A discounted laptop? The latest X-box? At times, it seems we went to sleep in George Bailey's friendly hometown in It's a Wonderful Life--and woke up in nasty Potterville!

 

But as Kent began to preach that message that Christmas morning it was surprising who missed Christmas in the bible. Not just the inn-keeper but the religious leaders and many others who knew from the scriptures of this One that was promised to be born of a virgin and come out of Bethlehem and save His people from their sins. Even many of the people who had known Jesus and had been around him not just at His birth, but also afterwards throughout His life and even after His death and resurrection missed Christmas. So many people missed Christmas because they truly missed the Christ. They still do.
But what about this year? How can I now, or any of us, really have a truly significant Christmas? For those of us who celebrate not just the birth of Jesus Christ in a manger in Bethlehem two thousand years ago, but celebrate His birth in our own heart and life after God granted us the repentance that leads to life and saving faith, by being born of the Spirit, so that our sins would be forgiven and have been restored into an intimate relationship with God. What does it take to not only not miss Christmas but rather have the most significant Christmas of our lives, even as modern Americans especially during these times? I would like to share with you a true story of one who did in a most unusual and profound way when he was in the military. His name is Captain Gerald Coffee of the U.S. Navy.

 


On February 3, 1966, thirty one year old Capt. Coffee was on a reconnaissance mission over Viet Nam, when his plane was shot down and he was taken prisoner of war. As he was first taken prisoner, this is what he wrote: “Here I was, 31 years old, a prisoner of war among people we’d been bombing and strafing. God, I’m going to need you a lot! Please stay with me! Eventually, an officer shoved me into the dark cavity of a cell about three feet wide and seven feet long. On one wall was a concrete slab --- my bed.”

 


“On one occasion a guard was summoned who dragged out a rope, some handcuffs, and a heavy iron bar with a u-iron for the ankles. Short, stocky, and strong, this guard had a face like a pig, with huge nostrils and one of his upper eyelids didn’t come down very far, so the entire iris was visible. I would learn later that this torture specialist was known as ‘pig eye’.”

 
“He called my name and as I rose from the stool, he let me have it between the shoulder blades with both hands clutched together. I dropped to my knees. While the guard held me tightly, ‘pig eye’ threaded my ankles into the u-iron and cuffed my wrists behind me. Sweating and mumbling, he tied the rope around my upper arms using slipknots. I tried to tense my muscles against the strands, but he was patient, pulling between flexes. With his foot between my shoulder blades, he tugged with all his might, cinching my shoulders closer to one another.”

 

“My entire upper body felt as if it were going to crack open … but ‘pig eye’ had only begun. He brought the excess rope over my shoulders and tied it to my ankles behind me. Then he cinched my head toward my feet. My knees were forced wider and wider and I could feel the tearing of tendons and cartilage in my hip sockets and lower back. I could hardly breathe, so squashed were my lungs, from being bent into an ever tightening ball.”

 

“I was panting like a mama dog in labor. Tears and sweat pooled in the grout between the tiles below my face. Pain was all there was … in every joint, bone, and muscle! I felt the pressure increase on my shoulders as they hoisted me off the floor.”

 

“With the rope threaded to a hook in the ceiling, they bounced me up and down and I started to black out. I tried to detach myself with thoughts of my wife, but the pain made it impossible.”

 

“It was my faith that helped me through those times. Every Sunday, the senior officer in each block would pass a signal---‘Church call’. Every man stood up in his cell, if he was able. Then, with a semblance of togetherness, we’d recite the Pledge of Allegiance, the Lord’s Prayer, and the Twenty Third Psalm, focusing on the part that says, ‘Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over’.”

 

“Christmas, 1968, stands out in my memory. From my cell, I could hear the guards laughing and talking with their families.”
 

“For most of the day I listened as the son of a head guard, a child of three or four, play with a toy car. I could hear him revving and honking, just as I had heard my own little boys on past Christmases. I heard him cry when he hurt himself some way, and I heard my own children laughing and crying in my own memory.”

 

“I had never known what real loneliness could be. And then, I thought about the simplicity of Christ’s birth! Here, there was nothing to distract me from the awesomeness of Christmas.”
 

“No commercialism, no presents, little food. I was beginning to appreciate my own spirituality, because I had been stripped of everything by which I had measured my identity --- rank, uniform, money, family. Yet I continued to find strength within. And I realized that although I was hurting, and lonely, and scared…..This might be the Most Significant Christmas of My Life!”

 

“Seven years later, on my first Sunday back at church, there was a homecoming reception for me. Everyone there embraced and supported my family as their own, and the occasion was highly charged. The timbre of my voice reflected that emotion. ‘Faith was the key to my survival, I told them, faith in my God’.”

 

Now let me ask you a question. How can a man have the most significant Christmas of his life, without family, without friends, without wife, without children, without home, without gifts, without cards, without carols, without celebration?

 

How can Christmas be so totally significant without any of the trappings? How can he see, in the simplicity of Christmas, all that he needs to make it the most significant Christmas of his life?

 

Let me offer a second question. How is it that millions of free and prosperous people in our nation, who have family, who have children and wife and husband, who have home, who have gifts, who have cards, who have carols, who have celebrations, who have all of that, can find Christmas so utterly insignificant…and even depressing?

 

What made Capt. Gerald Coffee’s Christmas so special? He had none of that. One paragraph summed it up. He said, “I thought about the simplicity of Christ’s birth.  Here, there was nothing to distract me from the awesomeness of Christmas.”
 

Gerald Coffee looked to Jesus, the reality of the Incarnate God. And his faith in the living God-man was the powerful Christmas truth that not only sustained his tortured soul, but also made that the most significant Christmas of his life.

 


Gerald Coffee discovered, when all there is, is Christ….Christ, is all anyone ever needs!  

 

Because you see my friends; Matthew 1:21 tells us "and she will bear a Son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for it is He who will save His people from their sins." And "Behold the virgin shall be with child, and shall bear a Son, and they shall call His name Immanuel," which translated means, "God with us" (vs. 23). As Charles Spurgeon would say; "God with us" - this my friends seems too incomprehensible for our finite minds to apprehend. Yet it is a glorious fact of the highest importance 
that since Christ was born into the world, God is with us. Not here and there and not now and then, but evermore. He says to us, be not dismayed, for I am both thy companion and thy God."

“God alone might well strike us with terror; but "God with us" inspires us with hope and confidence. To think that God clothed Himself with human flesh to give us Himself and eternal life, this is truly worthy of the Apostle Paul saying; "Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift!" (2 Corinthians 9:15)

 

That is the key; the key to not miss Christmas and have the most significant Christmas of your life. To know what and who you have in Jesus Christ alone, and understand He was given by the Father as a free gift for the payment of our sins to those who believe in and receive Him, and for those who do -- God is with us. 

 

But perhaps you find yourself disappointed with where you're at in life or even upset with God for what you're going through. There's still time and a way for you to have the most significant Christmas of your life. It's not by being in a different situation or having more things. If you've truly been redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ, and your sins have been forgiven and the guilt and condemnation has been removed, it's not too late to learn from Capt. Gerald Coffee.

 

A footnote to the story of my first real Christmas on December 25th, 1994: Pastor Kent Wagner ended his message by saying; "I want you to meet someone who has missed Christmas his whole life, but he's not going to miss it anymore." With that he called me up to the front of the church to give my testimony of God’s redeeming grace. Towards the end I said; "What can Jesus Christ do in your life in sixty days? --- Anything He wants to!" 
It had been only that long since I went from being dead in my sins and transgressions to being alive in Jesus Christ. But even after only sixty days I had already discovered the same thing Capt. Coffee discovered in Viet Nam in a prisoner-of-war cell, making it his most significant Christmas of his life. And that is, when all there is, is Christ ... Christ is all anyone ever needs! 

 

I pray this year you too make the same discovery so that you may not miss Christmas but instead have The Most Significant Christmas of Your Life! Merry Christmas! 

                                                          Thanks be to God for His indescribable gift! 
                                                                                   Ed D. Kleiman 
                                                                                      (Prayer Coordinator - Messengers of Hope)
 P.S. "It is a grand thing to be driven to think, but it is a grander thing to be driven to pray through having been made to think." 

                                                                                                                                          (Charles Spurgeon)
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