Building A Beautiful Christmas Display
Matthew 2:1-12
After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem and asked, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? We saw his star in the east and have come to worship him.” When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. When he had called together all the people’s chief priests and teachers of the law, he asked them where the Christ was to be born. “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they replied, “for this is what the prophet has written:

But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,

are by no means least among the rulers of Judah;

for out of you will come a ruler

who will be the shepherd of my people Israel.

Then Herod called the Magi secretly and found out from them the exact time when the star had appeared. He sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and make a careful search for the child. As soon as you find him, report to me, so that I too may go and worship him.”

After they had heard the king, they went on their way, and the star they had seen in the east went ahead of them until it stopped over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they were overjoyed. 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 and of incense and of myrrh. And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they returned to their country by another route.

(Matthew 2:1-12)

One of the favorite things about celebrating Christmas for many people has to do with the colorful and bright displays that we see almost everywhere this time of year. You might find smiling elves, Santas, prancing reindeer, and every once in a while you might find a nativity scene. But Christmas displays are everywhere. So as a result, the manufacturing of Christmas displays has become very big business. It is possible to buy a string of Christmas lights for one dollar, or if you have lots of money and really need somewhere to spend it, a company in Cave City, Kentucky, will be more than happy to help you. They specialize in giant Christmas displays. A 15-foot Santa will only cost you $6,500, but if you want to economize, you can have a 15-foot snowman for just over $5,000. One display, measuring 23’ high and 97’ across, features animated eagles flying and landing, and uses nearly 4,800 lights. And it can be yours for only $48,000. An 11-piece, life-size nativity scene will cost about $11,000.
Most likely, any Christmas displays you have in your own home will be far simpler than that! A wreath on the door, a simple nativity scene, a tree—and you’re set. But here at the beginning of the Christmas season I would like to suggest a different kind of Christmas display, in the form of characteristics we should have as we prepare for Christmas this year. 

We find them in the story of the wise men, called magi. These were men of science, students of astronomy, students of the body of knowledge of their day. They were seekers of the truth and they had come upon some very important knowledge. But that knowledge alone is not what made them wise. It is what they did with that knowledge. You see, these wise men knew how to apply the truth they had. And that is what made them wise. That is what makes us wise, too—applying the truth we have to our own life situations.
Let’s build a different kind of Christmas display. What kinds of things should we display in our lives as we prepare for Christmas? 
1. We Should Display An Attitude of Expectancy
The first characteristic of these wise men was an attitude of expectancy. Expectancy motivated them to seek out the child, because they knew that the King of the Jews would be born. They told Herod they had seen His star while they were still in the east. But merely having the knowledge was not enough. They could have made note of the sighting of His star in their journals, recording it for all time, but they wanted to see for themselves. They were filled with anticipation of what they might discover. So, they became men on a mission, a mission full of hope, and they expected to find what they were looking for. In fact, they were so sure they would find Him that they brought the gifts with them. This wasn’t a mere academic exercise or experiment. This had to do with life itself!
You find this characteristic in wise men, but you also find it in little children. Children live on the tiptoe of anticipation. Christmas is coming! My birthday is coming! Boy, I can’t wait till the weekend! When I grow up, I’m going to be a fireman, doctor, athlete, or scientist. Little children are always looking, with eager anticipation, toward the future. And Jesus said we must be just like that in order to enter the Kingdom. Expectancy makes all the difference. Expectancy can put one into the Kingdom, or the lack of it can keep one out. In order to come into the Kingdom, you must look to the Lord with hope. You must believe that He can do something in your life. Expectancy says that Christ can make a difference. 
It is a natural thing to look forward to Christmas with expectation. I guess we never lose that, regardless of our age. But we’re talking about displaying the kind of expectancy that looks forward to our ultimate reward in Christ, that carries us along throughout our days, that gives us hope and meaning and peace.

2. We Should Display A Willingness to Take Risks
The next characteristic we find is a willingness to take risks. Not only did the wise men display a certain expectancy, but they also were willing to risk that they were right. We’ve all heard the little cliché, "Nothing ventured, nothing gained." There is truth to that statement. Jesus said it another way. He said, "Seek and ye shall find." In other words, we must step out on our expectation, and put our feet out there on our hope, if we would find what we are seeking. The wise men were willing to put their faith to the test of action.
And when you think about it, risk can be faith in action. Risk is what puts the works to faith. It is the wise men hitching up to the camels and starting out across the desert following the star. It is Abraham lifting the knife to sacrifice his son, Isaac, believing that God knew what He was doing. It is Peter stepping out of the boat to walk on the water. It’s Moses being pursued by Pharaoh, stretching out his rod to part the Red Sea. It’s Joshua marching around the walled city of Jericho, trusting that God would bring the walls down. It’s David going out to face a mighty giant, armed only with a sling and some rocks. It’s Nehemiah and his men with a trowel in one hand and a sword in the other, rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem. It’s Daniel walking into the lion’s den, refusing to leave off his devotion to God. Risk is the three Hebrew men being willing to be thrown into the fiery furnace rather than disavow their faith in God. It is Paul putting his life on the line in city after city for the cause of Christ.
Risk is precisely what we need for our day, too. Risk is faith in action, and faith in action causes us to grow. Being willing to risk causes our faith to be stretched. It increases our capacity for being used of God. And ultimately, risk brings those things to pass which we seek. In the book of James it says that faith without works is dead. The kind of faith some people say they have is lifeless and dull. But the kind of faith that will venture forth and act becomes exciting and alive. Venture becomes adventure. Be willing to take the risk.
That friend at work who needs to hear the Gospel may be the challenge which is before you. That unpopular stand which you really should take based on Christian principles may be a risk God is calling you to take. That uncharted territory into which you sense God calling you may be the adventure which will open greater doors of ministry to you. If we would discover God’s best for us, we must take the risks necessary to venture forth at His command.
3. We Should Display An Openness to Discovery
The wise men began in expectation and risk. Now, their expectation and risk became discovery. The Scripture says, "On coming to the house, they saw the child with his mother Mary." They had taken the risk and now they had arrived. They had pushed beyond their horizons. And now they were witnesses of the greatest event in history. They had discovered the child who was king. What they came upon was the God of the universe, who had left His throne in glory to be made a man. They discovered there in Bethlehem the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.
What we see here is the quality of their faith and wisdom. These wise men were wise indeed. They were able to discern the reality from the show. They knew of the kingdoms of this earth: Caesar’s Rome, the mighty kingdoms of the East. They had passed Herod’s palace, had heard the false claims of religion. But they knew life’s meaning was not there. They saw it in the most unlikely place — in a little, out-of-the-way town, where a baby had been born in a stable. He was not born in a palace or placed in a golden bed. Rather, He was born in the stench of a stable, and found His resting place in a feeding trough. This is not how the world would do it, but true wisdom looks past worldly ways to real truth.
Of course, we find that this is the verdict of history as well. Caesar is gone; Rome is gone; Herod is gone. The palaces of the mighty have crumbled; their glory has long since faded. The religions and superstitions of men have proven to be empty. But this one man, born in obscurity, has changed the lives of countless millions. Each year, the wise men’s search for the Baby is relived in preaching and play and pageant and song, and it will be until Jesus comes again.
Just as the wise men found what they were looking for, so can you. If you are willing to take a step of faith, if you are willing to take a risk of faith, based on the expectation that God will meet you there, then you will discover the God who can change your life.
4. We Should Display A Heart of Worship
But the wise men didn’t stop with discovery. The wise men were wise because they had a heart to worship Jesus. When they found Jesus, they bowed down and presented the gifts they had brought. This was the fulfillment of their journey and it reveals the wisdom of the wise. The Scripture says, "The fool has said in his heart, there is no God." Far from being foolish, these wise men knew the truth, and I suspect that the truth set them free. They bowed before the King of Kings, who, at that time, was only a baby, a toddler at the most.
Herod was not so wise. Our text says that he was troubled. In other words, he was threatened. He wanted no part of Jesus. He was threatened because he had chosen the evil way. And sadly, many are in that place today, and they take the same course that Herod did, trying to destroy the source of the threat. Perhaps they do not try to literally destroy, like Herod did in having the infants slaughtered, but through mocking words many of them try to destroy the credibility of the Church or of Christians. Their corporations try to snuff out any references to Christmas in their advertising. They want to take advantage of the shopping season and they want us to spend our money with them, but they do not want to call it Christmas. 

But it is a futile endeavor. You cannot fight against God and win. You will find yourself beating the air. Herod’s efforts were in vain, and he was swept off the face of history into hell, condemned, not by Jesus, but by his own evil choices. You see, it is not enough to know about Jesus. We must bow before Him in surrender of our very lives. 
We see by the wise men’s actions what worship truly means. They not only bowed before Him, but they gave out of their treasure to Him. They gave gold, which is the gift for a king; frankincense, which is the gift for a priest; and myrrh, which is the gift for one who was to die. They acknowledged Jesus for who He was, and they exhibited, by their actions, their allegiance to Him. True worship is giving — yourself — all you are and all you have.
5. We Should Display A Determination to Obey
Finally, the wise men were warned by God in a dream not to return to Herod. It seems that as a result of their worship, God was with them. And here, He gives them immediate instruction. Being wise as they were, they obeyed God’s instructions. This is also a key characteristic of true wisdom — a determination to obey.
The choice of obedience is the natural result of coming into contact with God’s truth. God’s truth always presents us with a clear choice—are we going to obey God or simply ignore Him? There are really no other choices. Some today erroneously believe that intellectually agreeing with God’s truth is enough. These people simply make note of God’s truth. But when you look at their lives, they are unchanged by it. 
The only choice which honors God is to obey. We must put God’s truth into practice. We must apply it to our lives. The wise men did. Look at what they did. When God spoke to them, they obeyed. They risked incurring Herod’s fury rather than God’s wrath. I think they made a good choice. They had seen a great light, and now they went home to live in its glory and brightness.
This is also what we must do. We must put into practice the principle the wise men exhibited and live in the grace and glory of that babe in Bethlehem who is King of Kings and Lord of Lords. We must never lose sight of the reason why we are here. We are here to glorify God and to do his bidding. 
Imagine a family out for an evening, looking at all the Christmas displays. Here the mother say to her children, “Oh, look at the snowman!” One child responds, “Mommy, see the reindeer!” And the father says, “And there’s Santa Claus!” 

Now let’s talk about our Christmas display that we’ve built today, one which will stay up year round and be there all through our lives: Over there is Expectancy, and next to it is Risk. Then there is Discovery, and Worship, and Obedience. These all speak to us about the possibilities in God for all of us. They speak to us about what can happen when you put your faith into action. They speak to us about an encounter with Jesus that can change a life.
And finally, God may have been speaking to you about the level of your obedience. It is simply not enough to hear God’s word and understand it. True life and joy comes from obedience. Only as we walk in the light will the light serve to illuminate our path. Only as you obey the commands of Jesus will you receive the benefits and blessings which are yours in Christ.
Respond to Him in faith today. As you do, He will meet you in a special way. Expect Him to. Venture out in faith. Take the risk, and you will discover Him today. You will be able to worship and obey Him, to give Him the gifts of your life, and to receive more in return than you ever expected. Wise men still seek Him. They always will. May we be counted among their number this Christmas.
You don’t need to spend thousands of dollars to decorate your life with beautiful Christmas displays, but you do need to surrender your life to Christ. That’s what I am asking you to do right now. 

Original message by J. David Hoke, and was entitled, “Christmas on the Road.” Modified extensively for personal use.
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