Christmas Message

December 23, 2009

GOOD NEWS OF GREAT JOY
Luke 2:1-14

Key verses: 10-11
"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 Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.'"

Merry Christmas! When we reflect on 2009, we see that the world was full of bad news. The economy was bad. The conflicts in the Middle East continued. Environmental pollution got worse. Personally, some of us suffered from bad health. Some saw the death of loved ones. Some were lonely. Some had relationship problems. Some couldn't find jobs. It seems the bad news never ends. But I am happy today. Do you know why? It is because I have good news to share with you. Actually, it isn't my good news. It came from an angel a little over 2000 years ago. But still it is the good news for everyone today and the reason we celebrate Christmas. I pray that through this passage we may learn the real meaning of Christmas and experience its great joy.
Look at verses 1-2. "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 governor of Syria.)" Caesar Augustus was the governor of the Roman Empire. Today America and China are among the world's super powers but back then it was Rome. The Roman Empire was huge. It extended from Britain and Germany to North Africa and the Persian Gulf. Caesar Augustus is famous for establishing Pax Romana which means Peace of Rome. However, living under his rule wasn't easy. Once he issued a decree that a census should be taken. The purpose was to collect taxes and support the army. Verse 3 says, "And everyone went to his own town to register." There were no exceptions. Everyone needed to drop everything and go register.
Look at verse 4. "So Joseph also 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 was living in Nazareth but his ancestral home was in Bethlehem. So he needed to travel about 160 km, roughly the same distance as going from Oita to Fukuoka. Verse 5 says, "He went there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was expecting a child." Even though Mary was pregnant she also had to go. This travel wouldn't be easy. In those days, there were no buses or shinkansen like in Japan. People needed to travel by animal and foot. Mary was in her third trimester and would need to go up and down several hills and mountains. We guess the trip would take more than one week. It seemed that Mary shouldn't have to go. But they had no choice. Caesar had issued a decree and colonial people like Mary and Joseph couldn't fight against the Roman Empire. On one hand, it seemed their lives were ruled cruelly by Caesar. But when we look closely at Scripture we see that ultimately God was controlling history. 730 years before Mary's pregnancy the prophet Micah wrote that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). Joseph and Mary were living comfortably in Nazareth. They had no reason to leave there. But God used Caesar Augustus' decree to move them from Nazareth to Bethlehem and fulfill his prophecy. Sometimes our lives may seem tough like Mary and Joseph's. We may wonder why so many bad things happen to us while good things happen to others. At times, we may even feel trapped in our situation. But we are comforted when we know that God has a reason for everything. God is the Sovereign Ruler. God is the ruler of history. Political leaders don't rule this world. God does. And God uses all things -- good and bad -- to accomplish his good purpose.
Look at verses 6-7. "While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn." When Joseph and Mary arrived in Bethlehem it was almost time for Mary to have the baby. So they tried to find a nice hotel to stay but everywhere was packed because of the travellers coming for the census. We guess maybe somebody would give up their room or at least share with Mary, a pregnant woman. But nobody did. Everyone was too stressed and worried about his or her own problems to think about others. If it were today, maybe people would be too busy with their shopping, jobs, studying, schedules, or errands to welcome the new baby. Everything else just seemed more important to them and they made many excuses. 
Because nobody welcomed them, Mary and Joseph needed to go to a stable by themselves to have the baby. It was Mary's first child but still there were no doctors or nurses to help. The only helpers were some donkeys and cows and Joseph who had no idea what he was doing. After the baby was born, Mary didn't even have a bed to lay down the newborn. So she placed him in a manger which is a box where barn animals eat from. She wrapped him in cloths to keep him warm in the cold night. 

What's your impression so far of the first Christmas? I guess it doesn't seem so merry. But look at verses 8-9. "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." In the city, people were too busy doing this and that. But out in the fields were some shepherds who lived a simple and humble life, watching over their flocks quietly and faithfully even at night. Suddenly an angel 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 Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.'" 

The angel came to bring good news. The good news was that a Saviour had been born for us. We might wonder what kind of saviour he was. Usually when we think of a savior we think of Spiderman or Keannu Reaves from the Matrix. What kind of saviour was he? The Saviour is identified as Christ the Lord. Christ is a word of Greek origin meaning Saviour anointed by God. God had sent a saviour into the world to save people in a spiritual way. In fact, the saviour was the Lord or God himself.
Why would God send us a saviour? When we look at the world, we seem to have lots of technology and medicine. Can't we save ourselves? When God created the earth, it was a beautiful paradise. Man and woman lived freely in perfect harmony with each other, the environment, and God. They had no worries. When they felt hungry they reached up to the trees and picked delicious fruit without paying. When they wanted a bath, they jumped in the clean lakes. Everything was perfect. But one day, man became proud and decided he could live well in the garden without God. He disobeyed the way of living God had prescribed and made up his own rules. In this way, the creation order and relationship between humans and God were broken. Corruption entered the world and the perfect paradise was lost. Since then, the world became worse. Serious crimes such as murder began. People began stealing from others. Over time, wars began to happen, marriages were broken, and individuals and society began to suffer like we do today. All these problems happened because the relationship with God was broken. There was nothing humans could do to fix it. God could have said, "Haha, I told you so!"  But God didn't do this. God had mercy. God promised to send us a Saviour which would save us from our sin and restore the right relationship with God. The Saviour was Jesus Christ, the baby born in a manger. When Jesus grew up, he would serve a public ministry healing the sick, teaching about God's love, feeding poor people, and even raising the dead to life. 
Jesus demonstrated his authority as God by the miraculous actions he did. Finally, though Jesus was perfectly innocent, he was murdered on a cross by the people he created. The wages of our sin against God is death and eternal separation from God. But Jesus' blood was poured out in our places so we could be reconciled to God and have the right to enter the new paradise which God is preparing for us in heaven. The birth of Jesus is good news of great joy for all people because through Jesus everyone can have a personal relationship with God and go to heaven. This is the good news of the gospel.
Still, we may wonder why Jesus was born and laid in a smelly manger. If God came to this earth, shouldn't he be born in a rich palace with many guards and servants to watch over him? Jesus was born in a manger so he could understand all types of people. Jesus was born in a fatalistic way so he could understand our fatalism. Jesus was born poor so he could understand poverty. Jesus went through much sorrow, pain, and rejection so he could understand what it's like for us to live in this hard world. Our friends may not understand us. Our parents, wives, husbands, or children may not understand us. But Jesus understands us because Jesus went through the same things we do. He came as our humble friend to show us the love of God. In this world, there are many divisions, politically, historically, and religiously. Muslims, Christians, Hindus, Atheists and Buddhists all seem divided. But Jesus' birth didn't happen to make people divided. Jesus' birth is the good news of great joy for all people because he unites everyone with the only one Creator God. It doesn't depend on our background, culture, ethnicity, or language. Jesus wants to unite all people of the world as one family headed by the Father God.
Look at verses 13-14. "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 men on whom his favor rests.'" The other angels couldn't contain their excitement anymore. Thousands rushed down from heaven to sing the first Christmas chorus of praises to God. It was the wildest Christmas party ever. Jesus' birth brought real peace to men and women because the sin problem was solved and the right relationship with God was restored.
On December 25th, Christmas will be celebrated in several countries around the world. In Oita, we see there are many illuminations and stores are decorated with Christmas things. Why do we celebrate Christmas? This year, let's remember the real meaning of Christmas which is to celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ. When we repent our sins and welcome this humble baby Jesus into our hearts, we will have the most joyful and meaningful Christmas ever. Let's read the key verses one more time: "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 Savior has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord.'" (10-11) 
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