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Overview and Objectives
Title:
Testing the Spirit of Christmas
Text:
Isaiah 9:6-7 
Date:
November 29, 2009 

Objective(s):
By the end of this lesson participants will have:

1. Considered the purpose of Advent and to what degree their Christmas activities are holiday celebrations and traditions or Christ-Centered ones.
2. Discussed the matter of balance during the holiday season, and the objective to fit our traditions around the celebration of the coming Christ, and not the other way around.
3. Explored specific ways we can begin to change our perspective of the holiday season in order that we may be more effective witnesses and continue the mission Jesus began.

4. Been challenged to spend less/give more in order to align our resources with God’s purposes.
This Week - Notes for Leaders and Facilitators 
1. Pray for the Lord to prepare your group members to come with open hearts to do self-examination and reflection around their holiday orientations in the past and what God may be calling them to be and do starting this holiday season.
2. On resource you may want to explore around this theme prior or to share with the group is the website, www.AdventConspiracy.com
3. Consider using the “Fabulous Four” or “Triads” strategy.  Depending on the size of your group, this would involve having your group members answer questions in clusters of three or four people.  This strategy allows more members the opportunity to share.  And could provide a framework for deeper, more personal sharing. 

4. The Faith Builder is the “Doers of the Word” section for personal growth and accountability. Group members may need a few moments of silence to read the questions and listen for what the Holy Spirit may be saying to them. 
Encourage members to share aloud with at least one other person, if not the entire group, to encourage  accountability and support.  Remember to check in about these commitments at your next meeting.

General Overview and Schedule for Facilitators

1. Opening Prayer and Faith Builder Commitment Review 

(10 minutes)
If you haven’t been taking time for the faith builder review, please take a moment to read this section in the participants’ copy below.  The Faith Builder Commitment is the core of the group discussion.  It is the action item between the participant, God and the group.  It’s the encouragement to become “doers of the word and not hearers only”.  

Given that this is the closing segment for each meeting, following meetings should start with a check in from the group on how they did with their commitment.  There may be only 1-2 respondents or none.  But giving the time is one way group members will be able to encourage one another and hold one another accountable to grow in Christ.  (This can also be done in accountability/prayer partnerships.)
2. Sermon Recap







(10 minutes)

This section is designed to be a simple review of the message.  It’s also a time when participants can share insights or ask questions from their personal notes.  For some meetings this sharing may be so rich, that it, along with the Faith Building Commitment Section for personal application, may be sufficient.  Allow the Spirit to guide.

3. Discussion Questions






(40 minutes)

Different SBCC writers have different styles, but the goal of the discussion questions is to wrestle more deeply with sermon truths through open ended questions or activities, so participants can apply what they’ve heard and grow.   Depending on the Faith Builder Commitment sharing in the beginning of each session, or the quality of the recap discussion, there may not be time to answer all the questions.  It’s helpful to highlight key questions you feel led to tackle prior to the meeting to keep the group moving toward the Faith Builder Section.

4. Faith Builder Commitment and Closing Prayer


(10 minutes)

As mentioned above.  This segment is designed to be the “rubber meets the road” of the evening.  In most cases, unless the Spirit has another plan, all discussions should be leading up to the moment when participants have the opportunity to make a personal application or commitment direction about what they’ve discussed.  This does not need to feel heavy or forced, but needs to be included each meeting to allow the Spirit to move as he desires.  Gently encourage group members to share their commitments so the group may encourage one another.

Closing prayer would include faith builder commitments as well as prayer requests.
5. Fellowship/Support






(20 minutes)

Some groups do this at the beginning of the meeting, others after, and still other as part of the closing prayer.  Regardless, it’s an important element of the meeting.  This is the time group members may share what’s going on in their lives and how the group may support them, share announcements, or even share a meal.  It can be whatever you feel your group needs to grow as an authentic, caring family.
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I. Opening Prayer
II. Faith Builder Commitment Sharing from previous meeting(s)
III. Sermon Recap – Sharing Notes & Insights
A. Introduction 

i. Advent is a time for spiritual cleansing and renewal, in preparation for and celebration of the coming of God’s greatest gift. 
ii. Jesus was sent to bring justice, and we are to continue his work.

iii. Unfortunately, believers look and behave like non-believers during the holidays.

B. The “Christmas Spirit” and God’s Spirit
i. Most people think of the Christmas spirit as the warm and fuzzy feelings we get at Christmas time. (e.g. being nicer to one another)

ii.  The “Christmas Spirit” is not synonymous with God’s Spirit
C. Two Categories of Christmas Activities
i. Christmas activities tend to fall into one of two categories: Holiday or Christ-Centered, celebrations, activities or traditions.
ii. There is no set list of Christ-Centered activities.  Determining factors depend on motives, and whether or not God is glorified.
D. A Question of Balance
i. We need to be mindful of not adding so many holiday traditions or activities that the purpose for the season is squeezed out.

ii. The issue isn’t so much what we do, but whether or not we are balanced.  We should at least break even!
E. Changing our Perspectives 
i. Over-all, the goal is not to fit more of God into our traditions, but to find where our traditions fit with our worship of God! 
ii. We must be intentional about how we will focus more on God.  It doesn’t happen by osmosis or accident. 

iii. We are being Christ-Centered when we seek to create environments of forgiveness, reconciliation, and healing, and when we look for opportunities to allow God’s Spirit of love to flow outward.

iv. This is to happen in at least two spheres – with our families and those closest to us, and with those who may not directly touch our lives, but who touch the heart of God.

F. Challenges for Prayerful Consideration
i. Spend less - Give more.
· Spend less on gifts and donate the rest of the money to a cause God cares about.
· Give away as much as you spend (or get) this season
· Try to at least break even in your time, energy and resources
ii. Share the vision and challenges with your children so they may experience the true joy of God’s Spirit
IV. Group Discussion
1. What Christmas traditions did you have as a child?  What traditions have you continued? 

2. Which of these traditions would you consider Christ-Centered?  Can you think of ways to make any of your traditions more Christ-Centered?
3. Pastor Murphy stated that the “Christmas Spirit” is not synonymous with God’s Spirit.  What does this mean to you?  Why do you think this statement is so?
4. What pressures do you have during this season that contribute to you being out of balance? 
5. What concerns you most about spending less and/or giving more this season?
6. Jesus was sent to bring justice.  What are some things we can do to help bring justice to our world this season? 
7. What can parents do to change their children’s perspective on the Christmas season? 

V. Faith Builder Commitment and Closing Prayer
Consider the following and share with the group, or 1-2 others.
· I think I’m pretty balanced when it comes to holiday and Christ-Centered activities.  Some of the things that I do to help show God’s love during this season are . . .    Even so, I think I could grow more in this area by . . .

· I know I am out of balance.  A specific idea(s) I have for regaining balance; or giving more; or showing more of God’s love is …. 

· I know I’m out of balance, and I want to give more, but nothing is tugging at my heart.  I’d like to team up with a small group member to get some ideas; or I plan to look for ideas by . . .
· I’m not sure I’m ready to commit to spending less or giving more.  But I am willing to pray, and would like the group to pray, that God would open my heart, quell my fears, and help me grow toward his purposes.
· None of the above really apply to me, but I do feel God leading me to…
This week, be intentional about looking for ways to make your traditions more Christ-Centered.  Pray for God’s guidance and wisdom with regard to how you spend money.  Ask him to increase your awareness of and openness to opportunities that will allow you to help bring justice and God’s love to our world.


















