Home for the Holidays

I had someone recently ask me where do we get our ideas for sermons.  First and foremost, all inspiration comes from the Holy Spirit.  But, he uses our personalities and passions. Pastor John is a church historian and tells of his inspiration from the great church fathers who have gone before us – Tertullian, Augustine, Luther, Wesley, Calvin and so on.

Today’s sermon was inspired by three great men of the past as well… Irving Berlin, Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye.  I bet you can hardly wait for the rest of the sermon!

George Carlin used to do a routine about the difference between football and baseball, the spirit behind those two sports because they are very different. 
Football tends to be much more violent and baseball much more gentle and it’s going to get us into the topic for this today. I just want to start here. 

The difference between football and baseball. 

· Football, Carlin says, is played on a gridiron. Baseball is played in a park—kind of a fun place to play. 
· Football players wear helmets. Baseball players wear caps. 
· In football there’s a specialist who comes in to kick something. In baseball a specialist comes in to relieve somebody. 
· Football has the two-minute warning. Baseball has the seventh inning stretch. 
· Football has sudden death. That doesn’t sound very nice. Baseball gets extra innings. Not just innings, but extra innings. 
· In football a runner will give you the stiff arm. In baseball the runner gets to slide. It’s kind of fun. 

But the biggest difference is that in football the main object is military. 
In football the battle is fought in the trenches. The Field General, the quarterback, seeks to evade the blitz, soften up the enemy line with a pounding ground attack and aerial bombardment. He will mix bullet passes with the occasional “bomb” in order to penetrate the enemy defenses and reach the end zone. 
In baseball the object is to go home. I want to go home—a beautiful thing. 

There are few words in the English language that are as reminiscent or as powerful as just that one little word—“home.” 
It can fill your heart. It can make you smile. It can make you cry. It doesn’t matter how old you are, how independent you may be, or how much you have achieved, that one little word touches the absolute deepest place in the human heart—home. 

And we think about home a lot this time of the year. We sing songs like “There’s No Place Like Home for the Holidays,” or “I’ll Be Home For Christmas.”
 And with this many people gathered together I know for some that word “home” evokes wonderful memories. Some of you couldn’t wait to come home for Christmas this year. 
Some of you couldn’t wait because every person around the family table is a model of spiritual health and emotional maturity. 
For some of you that’s true, but for some not so much. 
The reality is there’s the home we long for and then there’s the home we have. Always there’s a gap. Sometimes that gap is small and sometimes it’s really big and painful. 
There’s so much interesting language around homes. We talk about broken homes, homes that get broken because there’s a longing for home inside you that no home in this world can satisfy. 

----

The Bible has a lot to say about home and our longing for it. So today we are going to talk about why do we long for home so much? What is it about this word that touches us so deeply? 
We are going to talk about why we are not at home. Why we are all homesick, why we all have this ache. 
And then we are going to talk about what does it mean to be home with God? 
----

First, why we long for home. 

We have a little sign in one of the rooms in our home that says, 

“Home is where your story begins.” 

I always liked that because home is the place where we get our shape, for better or worse. We get molded there; we learn how to live there. We get our name from our home. We receive our identity. 
When we meet someone, we ask them, Where are you from? Where do you call home? 

----

The Bible tells parents to be intentional about making home the primary place where children come to know and love God. 
We saw this a few weeks ago in our Worship series, when Moses gives this great commandment, it’s known as the “Shema”, to the people of Israel…
My paraphrase is - Love God with all your heart and soul, strength and everything you’ve got. (Deuteronomy 6:5) 

He says, 

“These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home… Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates.” (Deuteronomy 6:6-7, 9) 

Make home a God-soaked, God-saturating, God-loving, God-reflecting place. 
We long for home because home is supposed to be a place that’s safe. It’s supposed to be a place where you can rest. 
There are many reflections of this in the scripture. 

From Psalm 84:3
“Even the sparrow has found a home, and the swallow a nest for herself where she may have her young…”

 The sparrow is considered about the most vulnerable creature in the ancient world. Even the sparrow has found a home. That requires safety. And then at the end of this passage, is this beautiful thought we’ll come back to—“a place near your altar, O Lord My King.” (Psalm 84:3) 

----

Back in Genesis, some of you know this story, Noah and the families in the ark sent out a dove to try to find out if they could find any land, but the dove comes back. It says in Genesis 8: 

“She could not find a place to rest the sole of her foot…” (Genesis 8:9) 

That’s a Hebrew expression for home—a place to rest—a place to rest the sole of your foot. That’s home. 

Women will tell you that this passage was probably written by a man because only a man would think of home as a place you can rest. 
There is a survey done by the University of Washington where they would ask people- What’s your favorite room in your home? 

And almost everybody said, The kitchen. 

All the kids said the kitchen, men all said the kitchen, everybody said the kitchen except the women. 
Guess what the women said was her favorite room? Bathroom. 
That’s like the one place where she can be safe. Just go in there and lock the door, then nobody can get at her. She can rest. 

I have to get back to baseball analogies, I fear I am treding in dangerous waters.

In baseball, when you are running the bases, you are vulnerable trying to get to first base, trying to get to second base, trying to get to third base. You are always vulnerable. 
Now you’d think after you make it to third base, logically you’d think then you’d go to fourth base, but you don’t. After third base, you attempt to go home, because once you get there, you can’t get thrown out, you are safe. You are safe at home. 
And that’s why when home is not a safe place; it’s so devastating to the heart and soul of a person. 

By the way—kind of a pastoral word— I want to make this clear…
It is never OK with God when a home is not safe. 

When it becomes violent, becomes abusive in any way, it’s never alright with God.

If that’s the condition you are in, you just need to hear this. Talk with a friend, a small group leader, with one of the pastors here, with a good counselor, a teacher, whoever.  And if you need to get out, to be safe, get out- to be safe. Because it is never OK with God for a home to be a place of violence or abuse. 

----

We long for home because home is a place where you are supposed to belong. That’s the beautiful thing about home. 
Home is a place where you are welcomed and accepted and loved and celebrated and honored and you belong just because you are you. 
The first verses in the Bible in the Old Testament are about God creating home—Garden of Eden—and we still name towns with the name of Eden—such as - Eden Prairie—because we have a longing for home. 
And it’s home not just because it was beautiful, not just because there was abundance there, but because God was there and would come and walk with them in the cool of the day. They were home. 

And then in the Old Testament is the story of our loss of home when people left the garden at the Fall. 

The last verse in the Old Testament, the Prophet Malachi is giving God’s promise to fix the home. Listen to these words of hope... 

“God will turn the hearts of the fathers to their children and the hearts of the children to their fathers.” (Malachi 4:6) 

Just think about what that would mean in our world, in our country, in cities, in our homes…our heart aches for this. To have hearts of fathers turn towards children, hearts of children turn towards their father… but that is not happening, because a lot of people in our world, for the most part are not at home. 

There is a very poignant line in Psalm 90 about the home. Psalm 90 is the only Psalm attributed to Moses and I was thinking this week about how much Moses must have thought about home, because he never really had a home. 

If you know about Moses’ life—when he is born, Israel is in slavery—kind of in exile in Egypt and there’s a genocide going on. Moses doesn’t even get to grow up with his mom and dad. 
He is hidden in a little basket in the reeds of the Nile and he is found by the Pharaoh’s household; so he is ripped from his home as a baby and raised as an orphan at Pharaoh’s Courts. 
Then he sees one of his countrymen attacked by an Egyptian and he kills the Egyptian. He has to flee that home and he is a fugitive for many years in the Midian Desert. 
He gets married and raises a family and then God comes to him in a Burning Bush and God says, I want you to leave this home. Go back down to Egypt and bring your people out of slavery. 

So Moses goes and leads all of the people out of the homes they’ve lived in for hundreds of years. For 40 years Moses and the people live in tents wandering around the wilderness. 
At the end of Moses’ life he’s brought to the brink of the Promised Land. God takes him up on a place called Mount Pisgah and he looks at the place that God says is going to be home to his people. Moses never gets to go there. He never enters it. His life ends, up on Mount Pisgah. 

This is what Moses learns about home: He says…
“Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all the generations…” (Psalm 90:1) 

This is the cry of a homeless man: “God, you are our home.” It’s not a house. It’s not a town. It’s not a place. It’s not a group of people. It’s not familiarity. It’s not nice furnishings. Home is where God is. 

Moses says, 

To be with God, that’s to be home. There is no safe place on this earth. There is only God. 
These fabulous statements, these are expressions of what Jesus would later speak about as the reality of the Kingdom of God present with us. 

He who dwells in the shelter of the most high will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 
I’m telling you, you can just live in those words. 

He who dwells in the shelter of the most high… (I don’t care what the house looks like.) will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. I will say of the Lord, “He is my refuge. He’s my fortress.” (Psalm 91:1-2) 

He is my home. 

The Reality is… Our longing for home is really an echo of…

· our longing for God, 
· our longing to be loved, 
· our longing to be protected, 
· our longing to be shaped and molded,
· our longing to be secure, 
· our longing to be wanted. 
I don’t care how grown up we get and how good we look on the outside, inside we are children who want to be home. 

Here’s my problem and I bet it’s your problem too… we want all that stuff, but… 
· Sometimes, we don’t want God’s interference with our freedom to do what we want to do. 
· Sometimes, we don’t want God’s claim on our obedience. That messes with our desires. 
· Sometimes, we don’t want God’s authority over our lives in ways that we want to rebel against Him. 
You see, we want to be home except the part of us that doesn’t want to be home. 

Anybody here ever run away from home? Pastor John told me his story of running away…He had been mistreated one time and told his parents he was leaving. He packed a very small suitcase. He told his mother to call his grandfather and he sat outside on the curb waiting for his grandfather to come pick him up. 
An hour later his mom came outside and she said to him, 

He’s not coming, Johnny. He’s not coming you know. 

And John said, 

Why not? 

And she said, 

For one thing, he’s not coming because he’s already raised his family. He’s done raising a family. For another thing, he’s not coming because you are not his son. You are our boy. You are not his boy. For another thing, he’s not coming because you are 27 years old. You are too old to run away from home… Just Kidding, that really happened to Bill Price.

But, of course, you are never too old to run away from home. And that’s our problem. We want God but we don’t want God. We want to be safe. We want to be loved. We want to be protected, but there is a part of us that wants to disobey; and therefore the Prophet says, 

“We All , like sheep, have gone astray. We’ve turned…(Every one of us, every last one of us.) have turned to our own way.” (Isaiah 53:6) 
We are all runaways. 

Jesus, in what may be the most unforgettable story He ever told, tells the story about a father and a broken home and a child who runs away. And for a long time the child knows he doesn’t want to be home and then he learns how miserable he is. Then he’s afraid home won’t take him back. And so he says to himself, 

I am going to try and go back to my father, but I know I can’t do it as a son anymore so I’ll earn my way back. I’ll be a servant. I’ll go on the “good works’” plan. I’ll go on the “earn my way” plan. 

He hopes that home is the place where, when you go there, they have to take you in. He hopes that his Father will allow him to earn his way back. But, what he doesn’t know is that his dad’s been looking for him every day—a brokenhearted father of a broken home. 
When he sees his son a long way off, he just starts running to him and throws his arms around him. 

The reality is… home is what we don’t deserve. And the word for that is “grace” and Jesus comes. He says, 

OK now, everybody come on home—you runaway sons and daughters, you stiff necked, stubborn rebels. Everybody come home. 

---

Many times, Jesus’ teachings about God have in their background the way home life worked in Jesus’ day, where Jesus lived—in first century Palestine. 
That only makes sense, he was speaking to a group of people at that time, who understood that culture.

Many people lived in what back then was called “an Insula.” The way that this kind of housing arrangement worked was that they obviously didn’t have houses in the sense that we do.

There would be a kind of a courtyard, a large open area, where there might be animals and places for cooking fires. This would be a large, open courtyard. 
The dwelling places, the rooms where people would actually live, would be built around this Insula. That’s where folks would live. 
A home like that tended to house multiple generations of people if you were lucky enough to be in a family where folks lived that long. 

Now, marriages in this day were generally arranged by their fathers. Kids didn’t go out and get engaged on their own. Their marriages were generally arranged by their dads. 
Girls would often get engaged when they were 13 to 15 years old and the young men were in their early or mid-20’s. 
Families would come together and they would negotiate the bridal price. There would be a price that would be paid. In fact, the bride was sometimes referred to as “she who was bought at a price.” That was the bride. 

Now when the engagement happened, when a son got engaged, the new couple did not generally go house hunting looking for an apartment like they do in our day. 
The paternal family would just add another room to the Insula and the new couple would move into the family dwelling unit, into the Insula.
Often in Jesus’ wedding stories, you might have noticed this, often in His wedding stories He would talk about an announcement going out to people that the time for the wedding, the day for the wedding had come. 
The reason for this is that dates got arranged for weddings quite differently than they do in our day. Nowadays couples pick a date on the calendar far in advance and let everybody know about it. 
Back then a couple would get betrothed, but even they would not know what the actual date of the wedding was going to be. They knew they were committed, but didn’t know the date. 
They would get engaged, but then they would have to wait while the building program got underway. 
The groom would say to his bride, I’m going to go back to my father’s home and we are going to work on the place where you and I are going to live and when it’s ready, I am going to come back for you so you have got to be ready when I come back. 

And the son and the family would go back. The father would serve as more or less the general contractor on the project. If the son was eager, which he probably was, he would continually be saying, 

Dad, can I go? Can I get her now? Can I bring her back now? 

The father would say, 

No, not yet. It’s not ready yet. It’s not right. It’s got to be done right. You’ve got to be patient. 

And then one day the father would say to the son, 

Alright, son. It’s finished. Now is the day. Go get your bride. 

Now all this time the bride, of course, would be waiting. And that’s a vulnerable deal because there couldn’t be constant communication. It’s not like nowadays where there’s text messaging and emailing going on. 
What if the groom was faithless? What if she gave him her heart and he never came back for her? So she’d wait for that day when the groom would come back. 

When it came, the son would get his friends and they would enter the bride’s town and there would be a parade. They might have a trumpet, a Shofar it was called, that would announce their entry. 
It was the bride’s job to be ready when the trumpet (Shofar) sounded when the groom came to town. 
There was a lot of stuff to do. There were bridesmaids to recruit. There was a household to be arranged for and prepared. There was a wedding dress to be made. 

In that day it was pretty much like our day. Everybody is eager to see what the bride will wear. Nobody really cares what the groom looks like. His job is just to show up. 
Anyway, when the groom returns, and the bride is ready, then there’s a wedding and he would take her home. 

----

One day Jesus is talking to his friends in John 14. He’s going to die. He is going to be taken from them. They are devastated. 
Because a surprising thing happened to them when they followed Jesus. They discovered that in Jesus they’d kind of found a home, while they had been just rambling around the countryside from one spot to another, but, they realized that being with Jesus is what gave them their identity. 
Now they know who they are. He is what gave them their safety. In the midst of this very, very dangerous adventure He gave them their sense of belonging, they were a part of Jesus’ new community. 
He was home to them and now He says He’s going to go, he’s going to leave. And they think they will be more homeless now than they were before He came. 

So here’s the picture Jesus uses: 

“Let not your hearts be troubled. You believe in God. Believe also in Me.” The Old King James Version, some of you will know this, says, In my Father’s house are many mansions… 
So many people picture Heaven as this gated community and you are worried that God is going to give you a ranch style on a corner lot by a busy street, when you really wanted a two-story on acreage. That’s not the idea. 

In old English in King James’ day, “mansion” meant just a modest dwelling. 
A better translation in our day, the New International Version says, 

“In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, I would have told you. I’m going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me, that you also may be where I am.” (John 14:1-3) 

They all would have immediately understood this picture. This is groom talk. This is Jesus saying, “I’m going to my Father’s house, my Father’s Insula.” And there are many rooms there. He’s not going to build a room. The rooms are already there. He is going to prepare the way for His friends to come home. He is going by way of the cross. 

We have this problem when it comes to home because our hearts are not really prepared to be at home with the father right now. 

Anybody here ever lived in a house or an apartment that when you moved in there were changes or repairs that you knew needed to be made? It was obvious. 
But then you kind of procrastinated on getting that done. 
Anybody here ever procrastinate on getting the house fixed up? Anybody been there years and you still haven’t gotten around to stuff that was on that list? 
Well, what happens after a while? You just get used to it. It just doesn’t bother you after a while. 

Jesus says, in this same chapter, 

If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him and we will come to him and make our home with him. (John 14:23) 

Jesus says, 

I’ll come and be home with you. 

----

My friends, here is the truth…

We can’t clean our heart up enough, not for God. We can’t do the moral self-improvement job well enough. The truth about us is sometimes we don’t even know how dark the things that we think or say or do are unless maybe somebody else is around and notices—then we see. 
We could never clean our lives up enough, not for God, not by doing good deeds, not by giving more money, not by showing up at church. 
The idea that Jesus came to bring is not that you do the moral improvement plan and try to earn your way back home. 
You see, Jesus can do what we cannot do. He can make our hearts right. 

The Apostle Paul is running the Church of Corinth one time and let me paraphrase what he says in chapter 6 of 1 Corinthians…
Don’t you know that your body can be the temple, the home, of the Holy Spirit for you are not your own. You were bought with a price. 

That’s bride talk. 

You were bought with a price. 

That’s why Jesus went to the cross. That’s what He was doing on the cross. He was paying the “bride’s price” so that you can come home with the groom. 

You can come home right now today just by saying to Jesus, something like this…
Jesus, I understand that You went to the cross and died in my place to do what I cannot do, so that my heart could become your home. Jesus, I want to receive Your forgiveness. I want You to come live in my heart with me in dwelling.  
And then look forward to that day Jesus said when He’s coming back. 

He’s a faithful groom. 
That’s what I count on. That’s where I’ve placed all my hope. I’m banking on that one with everything I have. He’s a faithful groom and the trumpet is going to sound one more time. 

This is the story of the Bible. From the very beginning, when God was making a home, only to have it’s residents lose it, to God’s promise to fix it, to Jesus paying the price, to the Book of Revelation, the very end of the Bible. In the last part of Revelation John says, 

I saw the Holy City, the New Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed… The idea of that is- that’s our hearts. No more shame, no more guilt, no more junk, no more darkness…beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with human beings.” Now this is God’s home. Now we are home. Now the Father says, “I’m home.” And he will live with them. (Revelation 21:2-3) 

My friends, that’s the home you long for. 
This truth ought to give you a chance this Holiday season to come home, so would you bow your heads right now? 
This is a time just between you and God and if you are at home with God, if you have already made that decision; you just want to say, 

Thank you, God, so much. I’m so grateful to just remember right now where my true home is. 

But, maybe there’s somebody in your life that you want to pray for, somebody who is a long, long way from home and your heart kind of aches for that one and you want to pray right now, 
God, that’s my friend, that’s the person I work next to, that’s my son, that’s my daughter, that’s my boy, that’s my girl, that’s my mom, that’s my dad. Dear God, bring them home. 

However, maybe right now, you do not know for sure that God is at home in your heart, but, you can—you can know that. So you just tell Him right now: 

God, I want to be home. I’m so tired of being anxious and alone and afraid, guilty and regretful. I’m the runaway. I’ve sinned. I understand now that I’m the one bought with the price—that Jesus died on the cross for me. 
I want to come home today. I want to receive Your forgiveness and Your love and Your life. I want to ask You, God, to come and make Your home in my heart. I know I’ll rebel and mess up sometimes. I want to ask You to help me with that also. 
Just be my friend. Be my God, be my savior, be my forgiver from one day to the next. And then one day, God, one day when the trumpet sounds, I am going to go home with You. I am going to be home with You forever.
I can’t think of a better way to celebrate this Christmas season, then to come home for the Holidays, to come home to the God who loves you and bought you with a price, the cross of Christ. My friends, if you have been running away from God, Welcome home for the Holidays.
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