Glynde Lutheran Church  Christmas Day Sermon on Luke 2:1-20

Theme The story of Christmas, and its meaning for us”

“In the light of the white Christmas candle, our whole life is changed!!”

_____________________________________________________________________
Introduction:

Often it is recommended to use all five of your senses, if possible, when reading a passage in the Bible….    Many times I’ve heard it said, that when you read the Bible you should imagine yourself in the scene that the passage describes and ask yourself, “What do I hear?”,

“What do I see?”, “What I do I smell?”, and so on….

This morning, we’re going to do this with the Christmas story, and then we’re going to think about what Christmas means for each of us, using the candles on the Advent wreath to help us. 

Part 1   The story itself

First, let’s look at the story itself, “The story of Christmas”.    It is a story, an account, in four Acts….    Remember when you studied plays by Shakespeare at school….    I can still remember doing that….    Many of them were plays in four Acts, with each Act having a number of scenes to it.    

The Christmas story, likewise, can be divided, 

I think, into four Acts, each having a number of scenes….    The first Act is “In Nazareth”, the second Act is “On the road”, the third Act is “The birth in Bethlehem”, and the forth act I’ve entitled is “The Visitors”….

Can I ask you, “What sounds or sights or smells, do you associate with each of these four Acts which make up the Christmas story?”

Let’s look at each of these four Acts in turn:

Act 1)    “In Nazareth”

What sounds or smells or sights do you associate with this part of “The story of Christmas”?     For me, the sound that I associate with this part of the story is “shouting”!     I can almost hear Mary’s parents raising their voices at Mary and scoffing at her when she tells them that she is pregnant by the Holy Spirit, as an angel told her she would be (Luke 1:26-38).     From my reading of the Christmas story, it seems that no one in her family or in the village of Nazareth believes her, not even her fiancé, her betrothed, Joseph.     He does come to believe her, though, doesn’t he!?    And then he takes her into his home as his wife.    Listen as Matthew explains to us what happened:

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way.    When his mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came together, she was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit.

Her husband Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, resolved to divorce her quietly.

While he was thinking about this, or maybe “while he was fumed over this matter”, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Joseph, descendant of David, do not be afraid to take Mary to be your wife.   For it is by the Holy Spirit that she has conceived.   She will have a son, and you will name him Jesus – because he will save his people from their sins”….

So when Joseph woke up, he married Mary, lit. “he took his wife (home)”, as the angel had told him to do.   But he had no sexual relations with her before she gave birth to her son.    And Joseph named him Jesus (Matt. 1:18-25).

Act 2)    “On the road”

What sounds or smells or sights do you associate with this part of “The story of Christmas”? For me, the sound that I associate with this part of the story is the “clip-clop” of a donkey carrying the very pregnant Mary from Nazareth to Bethlehem (cf. the Kindy Christmas celebration at Salisbury with two donkey, four Marys, and three Josephs).    Of course, she may not have been riding on a donkey.    Luke doesn’t tell us anything about how they got from Nazareth to Bethlehem.    They may have walked, or Mary may have been taken on a wagon, as she is transported in the Movie “The Nativity Story”, when she goes earlier to visit her cousin Elizabeth….   All Luke tells us is the basic details:

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 the governer of Syria).   And everyone went to his own town to register.

So Joseph 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.

Joseph with there to register with Mary who was pledged to be married to him, and was expecting a child (Luke 2:1-5).

Why does Mary go with Joseph?    We are not told.    We are simply told that she goes with Joseph.   Maybe, she had to go as Joseph’s “betrothed”.    Probably not....    I like the suggestion given in The Nativity Story movie, in which Mary says to Joseph, “I will go with you!”     In other words, the movie writers are suggesting that it is Mary’s decision to go with Joseph to Bethlehem.   Why would she decide to do that, and not stay in Nazareth and give birth to her baby, surrounded by her family and attended to by the women of the village?  Probably because her family and her relatives in the village still don’t really believe her when she says that she is pregnant by the “Holy Spirit” (1:35).   But Joseph does believe her (Matt. 1:24;cf. 1:20-21), and it is with her husband to be that Mary wants to be at this time.

Act 3)    “The birth at Bethlehem”

O.K., no prize for guessing the sound that I associate with this part of the story of Christmas: the sound of a baby crying, the sound of the baby Jesus crying. 
Listen again to what Luke tells us happened.

He writes:

And it happened that while they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and Mary gave birth to her firstborn, a son. Mary wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn or guest room (Luke 2:6-7).

You know the traditional understanding of what happened?    Mary and Joseph arrive at Bethlehem in the afternoon or late at night, and Mary’s about to give birth....    The contractions have well and truly started, and she needs somewhere to stay so that she can give birth to her child there....

Well, I have to tell you that this picture doesn’t gel very well with what Luke actually tells us!

Luke tells us that “while they were there in Bethlehem”, the time came for Jesus to be born.    This word “while” implies that Mary and Joseph were in Bethlehem for a period of time, prior to the birth of Jesus: maybe a couple of days, or a week even, or maybe more....

And where were they staying “while they were there”?   Probably in the house of a relative of Joseph in Bethlehem.   Let me explain.    Joseph was travelling to Bethlehem “because he belonged to the house and family line of David” and Bethlehem is “the town of David”, the birthplace of David (2:4).    Therefore, it is highly probable, almost certain, that Joseph would have had relatives in Bethlehem, relatives who would have readily offered accommodation to a family member, especially one with a highly pregnant wife.

Luke goes on to say:

...Mary gave birth to her firstborn, a son.   She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger... (2:7).

Where was this manger?    Well, the traditional understanding is that the manger was in a stable somewhere.    Because aren’t mangers found in stables?   Well, yes and no.    Yes, they are in Western countries.    But no, they’re aren’t in Middle Eastern countries, like Palestine, Israel.    In Middle Eastern countries, mangers are found at one end of the main living area of houses.  Pastor Harry Wendt has a couple of slides depicting this in his presentation, Christmas, the Real Story.    I’ve put them on powerpoint for you to see (show 2A, 6 & 2B).

The Middle-Eastern family, then, kept their animals adjacent to their living area to prevent them from being stolen during the night, and to help heat the house at night in Winter.    The animals were taken out first thing in the morning (cf. Luke 13:15; Bailey, 36), and if necessary the space set apart for them was cleaned (Wendt, 33).

In summary of all this, Kenneth Bailey points out:

Thus, in the case of Luke 2:7, any Palestinian reading the phrase, “She laid him in a manger”, would immediately assume that the birth took place in a private home, because he knows that mangers are built into the floor of the raised terrace of the peasant home (Bailey, “The Manger and the Inn”, 36).
The picture being painted by Luke of Jesus’ birth is that of Jesus being born in the main living area of a Palestinian house, with Mary being attended to by the women of the house.

There is no crib for the baby, so the baby Jesus is wrapped in clothes and laid in one of the animals’ mangers (cf. Bailey, 42).

Finally Luke tells us:

Mary wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn or guest room  (2:7).
The Greek word translated “inn” here also be translated as “guest room”.     In fact when Luke uses this particular Greek work, kataluma, elsewhere in his gospel, he means “guest room”.   This word is used again by Luke when he writes about Jesus asking his disciples to get the Passover meal ready.    Jesus tells Peter and John:

“A s you go into the city, a man carrying a jar of water will meet you.   Follow him into the house that he enters and say to the owner of the house: ‘The teacher says to you, Where is the guest room, kataluma, where I will eat the passover meal with my disciples?’” (Luke 22:10-11; TEV & RSV translations).

In fact, where Luke intends “inn” to be the meaning, he uses another Greek word, pandocheion, as he does in his story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:34).
And in any case, were there inns in Bethlehem?    Probably not!   As Pastor Harry Wendt comments:

Though there were certainly inns in the Palestine of Jesus’ time, they were usually built on Roman roads.   Traders and Romans stayed in these inns....   Bethlehem was not on a Roman road, and the evidence indicates that there was no inn in Bethlehem when Jesus was born (Wendt, 22).

Luke’s account of the Christmas story is brief and we long for more information from him, so that we might be sure of what happened when Jesus was born.   But as Kenneth Bailey points out:

If we assume a Palestinian reader, the present form of the verse makes good sense.   This can be seen as follows:

The author records:

“And she gave birth to her first-born son and wrapped him in swaddling cloths, and laid him in a manger”.

The reader instinctively thinks, “Manger -- oh -- they are in the main family room.


Why not the guest room?”

The author instinctively replies:


“Because there was no place for them in the 
guest room”.

The reader concludes:


“Ah, yes -- well, the family room is more 
appropriate anyway” (Bailey, 40).
Act 4)    “The visitors”

The final part of the story of Christmas given to us by Luke is the visit of the shepherds to see the baby Jesus.   What sounds or smells or sights do you associate with this part of “The story of Christmas”?     Well, the thing that hits me as I place myself into this part of the story of Christmas is the earthy smell of the men who visited the baby Jesus.    These shepherds lived out in the fields taking care of their sheep….    They probably wouldn’t have been able to wash all that often….    

And what can hear as you place yourself in this part of the story?    You can hear a cow “mooing”, sheep “baaing”, and maybe the sound of a donkey “hee hooring” in the background…..    After all, the baby Jesus has been placed in a manger, an animal’s feedbox, and the animals of the household are there in the background.

Listen again as Luke tells us how the shepherds came to visit the baby Jesus:

And there were shepherds living out in the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night.    An angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified.

But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid.   I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.   Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born for you; he is Christ the Lord.   This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger”.

Suddenly a great company of the heavenly host appeared with the angel, praising God and saying,

“Glory to God in the highest,

  And on earth peace to those with whom he is pleased”.

When the angels had left them and gone into heaven, the shepherds said to one another, “Let’s go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about.   So they hurried off and found Mary and Joseph, and the baby, who was lying in the manger.... 

The shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told (Luke 2:8-20).

Part 2   The meaning of the story for us

Well, that’s the story, the account, of Christmas as Luke, and also Matthew, tells it to us (hold up my Bible).     But the big question is: “What does the story of Christmas mean for us?”

The short answer is: “It means everything!!”

If Jesus, God’s Son, hadn’t been born for us, your life and my life would be drastically different….

Let me summarise “What Christmas means for us” using the four candles of Advent that we’ve been focusing on during these last four weeks:

1) LOVE (1st Candle)

The first candle, the candle of LOVE, remind us that God sent His Son to be born for us, out of love for us.

God could have left us to “stew in our own juices”.   You and I know what we deserve from God for the things that we’ve done which we are ashamed of, and feel guilty about....  We deserve God’s punishment and His judgement.   God could well have despaired of us, and given up on us!   That’s what we deserve from God!

But what has God done for us instead!   He sent His Son, part of His very self, to be born as a tiny little baby for us....   That’s how much God loves us!   And the man Jesus showed us God’s love, and told us about God’s love for us, and then Jesus showed us the depths of God’s love for us by suffering and dying for us on a cross.

Whenever I look at the baby in the manger, 

I am reminded of just how much God loves me, and you, and everyone.     That brings a smile to my lips, even when I’m going through hard times: because I know, through Jesus, that I am loved by God (point to the nativity set on the table before the altar).   And, likewise, it can bring a smile to your lips, even in the hard times of life....

2) PEACE (2nd Candle)

As I said a few weeks ago, when we focusing on this candle, I treasure this candle because it reminds me that through the baby Jesus become the man Jesus on the cross for me,

I have peace with God, and peace of mind.

If God’s Son, Jesus hadn’t been born, there would be no forgiveness for me or you, because there would be no man on the cross suffering and dying “for our sins” (1 Cor. 15:3; cf. Isa. 53).

As we trust in Jesus as our Saviour, we have a totally new life: we are healed of our past.   We are each God’s forgiven child.    No more do we have to worry about past sins, and no more do we have to carry the weight of our sins on our backs....   If that doesn’t bring a smile to your face, nothing will!
3) JOY (3rd Candle)

The angel said to the shepherds,

“Do not be afraid.   I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people.   Today in the town of David a Saviour has been born for you; he is Christ the Lord...” (Luke 2:10,11).

The birth of God’s Son, Jesus, does bring GREAT JOY!!     We can smile, as I said, because through Jesus, the baby become the man Jesus, we know that we are loved by God, and forgiven by God, now and in the future!

4) HOPE (4th Candle)

And the birth of Jesus reminds us, too, that one day we will be with God.   The baby in a manger grew to be the man on the cross who suffered and died “for our sins”.   But he didn’t stay dead.   On the third day, on that first Easter Sunday, God raised Jesus to life again, and gave him a new, resurrection body.    And likewise, God will raise us who are His forgiven children from the dead, or transform us if we are still alive, and take us home with Jesus to be with Him forever (1 Cor. 15:20; 1 Thess. 4:13-18).   We don’t have to be afraid of dying!   We are each God’s forgiven child as we trust in Jesus as our Saviour, and nothing, not anything can separate us from God’s love and His forgiveness (Rom. 8:38-39).

So through Jesus, the baby in the manger, we can have a certain hope for the future, as we trust in Jesus as our Saviour.    The fourth candle, the candle of HOPE, reminds us of this.

Conclusion:

THE MIDDLE CANDLE, the white candle, is the candle that we light on Christmas day, today.   Without the light of this candle, without the birth of God’s Son, life would be ‘pretty’ miserable, wouldn’t it!?    We would be living our life with guilt and shame and fear….

But in the light of this candle, our life is utterly changed: instead, we have love, and peace, and joy, and hope.

Praise God for sending His Son to be born as the baby Jesus to his mother Mary.    Praise God for “the story of Christmas”!

