What’s Christmas all About? (Luke 2:8-20; 9/12/07)

Introduction

What’s Christmas all about? Some people think of family and friends. Others think of carols and choirs. Others think of presents and parties. All these things are good, but if that’s all we think Christmas is about, we’ve missed something really important. Just think about what happened on the very first Christmas night in Bethlehem. Mary and Joseph have arrived in a crowded Bethlehem and there’s no room in the inn. They find shelter in a stable. There Jesus is born and Mary places him in a manger. It all seems so humble, so ordinary. And that night, shepherds in the hills are watching their sheep, as usual. What’s Christmas all about?

1) It’s About God’s Glory (v9)

An ordinary night suddenly turns extraordinary for these men. An angel of the Lord appears to them, and the glory of the Lord shines around them. What was normally hidden from view is made clear. The invisible reality of God and angels is made visible. How do these shepherds respond to that? They are terrified. That’s because a glimpse of God’s glory reveals how pure, holy, glorious and wonderful he is. And they realise how near and how different God is.

You might think that talk about angels and supernatural light is nonsense. But let me illustrate what’s happening. Sometimes in Torino as you see a tram passing there is a flash of light as the electricity becomes visible. Of course, it’s always there, otherwise the trams couldn’t run. The flash of light reminds us of the unseen power that is always present, always at work.

This flash of the glory of God is a reminder of God’s presence and power. The signs of God’s power and glory are all around - a breath-taking sunset, a new-born baby, the snow-capped mountains or a delicate flower. We often make the mistake of thinking that these things are ordinary; they just happen by themselves. But that’s not so. They exist by God’s power. And the first Christmas reminds us that God is real and not far away at all. In fact, the bible says that he is not far away from each one of us (Acts 17:29). Christmas is about God’s glory.

2) It’s About God’s Good News (v10)

The angel says: Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that will be for all the people. Do you think they were surprised by this message? Are you surprised by this message? How do you view God? Perhaps you think of him as stern, even cruel; as someone who doesn’t want you to be happy; as someone who wants to spoil your fun and limit your freedom, so that you stay miserable. But look again: God sends a message of good news of great joy. When I was a boy going up the secondary school others told me about the Chemistry teacher, Mr Jones. They said he was violent, and hated kids. I went to his class in fear, but I found the rumours to be wrong. Mr Jones was OK! That was good news for me!

The good news for us is that God wants us to know great joy too. Notice what the angel says: the good news is for all the people. It’s not just for some – a small group somewhere – but for all people. And that includes you and me today. God wants us to hear it and receive his joy. Christmas is about God’s good news. 

3) It’s About God’s Gift (v11)

The angel continues: Today, in the town of David, a Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. There will, no doubt, be many gifts exchanged this year. I wonder how many will be unwanted? How many not needed?  I heard of a man who has about 100 i-pods already. He doesn’t need another one for Christmas! I suggest that God’s gift is just what we need. We need someone to rescue us, and someone to reign over us; we need a Saviour and a King. Jesus is both.

Do you ever watch the news and think, “Why is there so much sadness and trouble in the world?” Do you look at yourself and ask, “Why is there so little peace in my heart?” The bible’s answer is because we have rejected God and gone our own way. God will not let that go on forever. One day there will be a judgement. But God has provided someone to save us from that day. Jesus was born to die on the cross to take our punishment. In this way he saves us from what we deserve. In this way he brings us peace with God, so that we can know God personally. In this way Jesus saves us from emptiness, from hopelessness, and from fear. Christmas is about God’s gift of a Saviour.  

And there’s more! God has provided us with someone to follow, someone we can trust to lead us, instead of trying to rule ourselves. 

It’s like driving through Torino at rush hour. It seems that everyone is breaking the rules of the road! It’s chaos. But then a policeman appears to sort things out! He stops one line of traffic and allows another line through. He brings order and peace!

Jesus is the King. After he dies, God raises him from death. And he is alive today. If we listen to his teachings and obey what he says, he begins to bring peace and freedom where there was once chaos. Jesus once said to a group of people: If you hold to my teachings you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free (John 8:31-32). Christmas is about God’s gift of a King for us.  

4) It’s About God’s Grace (v20)

The shepherds don’t just sit there after the angels have gone. Let’s go and see, they say. They return, glorifying and praising God for all the things which they had heard and seen, which were just as they had been told. I wonder why they praised God? I wonder if they asked themselves this question: “Out of all the people in Bethlehem, why did God appear to us?” You see shepherds were not very popular people. They were despised by others. They were probably used to people dismissing them. But God came to them with the good news! That’s because he’s a God of grace – he loves undeserving people. He’s willing to welcome them.

Christmas is about God’s grace – his undeserved love to you and me - because we don’t deserve his love, but he is willing to reach out to us.

You may be here today thinking, “God is only interested in good people – and I know I’m not good.” Well, there’s no-one good enough for God, yet he reaches out to you today. You may think, “But God is only interested in religious people – and I’m not religious.” That doesn’t matter. Jesus called and changed many people who were not religious. 

It’s not religion that counts, but it’s responding to God’s gift. What do you do on Christmas Day when you are given a present? Do you say, “I must pay you for this!” No! That’s the mistake of religion – it’s trying to pay God for his love, forgiveness and peace. Christmas is about God’s grace; he offers us his Son as a gift. The best thing we can do is receive Jesus Christ – to trust and follow him. Be like the shepherds! 

