John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, December 24-25th, 2011 – Christmas
Luke 2:1-14 – “Surprised by Christmas”
Christmas often poses a challenge for those of us who’ve heard the story of Jesus’ birth from the time we can remember.  Each year, we sing Christmas carols we’ve sung again and again, we decorate our homes and the church, we buy presents and send out greeting cards - and we listen to yet another Christmas sermon.  After a while, it’s not hard to fall into the trap of kind of “going through the motions,” and taking what should be a really special time of year for granted.
If we’re familiar with the Christmas story at all, we know about Mary and her visitation by the angel Gabriel, the journey she and Joseph took to Bethlehem while she was 9 months pregnant, the inn with the “no vacancy” sign, and about the shepherds, whose angelic visitation led them to seek out the one who they’d been told they would find lying in a manger.  And after hearing this story so many times – if we’re not careful – it can become so familiar that it seems to lose its “magic!”  And before you and I know it, Christmas has come and gone, and it’s almost as if we’ve “missed it!”
Maybe one of the best ways for us to fight against the tendency to miss out on the “Christmas Surprise,” and sit through yet another Christmas sermon, but not really “hear” it, is to focus in on a small part of the Christmas story.  So, hold that thought, and let’s spend the next few minutes giving our attention to just one verse of tonight’s (this morning’s) lesson.  Let’s focus on the words the angel spoke to the shepherds that night – “This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth, and lying in a manger.”  (Verse 12)
I was inspired, as I prepared to share with you, by some points made in a Christmas message by the Rev. Dr. Ray Pritchard, which I found very helpful.
Just prior to this, this same angel had announced to these shepherds the best news anyone had ever heard!  “To you is born this day in the city of David, a Savior, who is the Messiah – the Christ – the Lord.”  We might tend to forget just how unexpected this announcement was for these guys, and how unprepared they likely were for it … and how awesome and powerful the angel’s words must have sounded to them!

“This will be a sign for you: you will find a child (a baby) wrapped in bands of cloth (in swaddling clothes –KJV), and lying in a manger.”

So, why is a baby a sign from God?  Why would God choose to break into human history this way?  Why the bit about the “bands of cloth,” or “swaddling clothes?”  What significance does the manger have?  What sort of “special meaning and message” do these things have for us?  I mean, God could have done this anyway He wanted to – couldn’t He!  He could have entered into the world – come 

onto the scene among humanity – any way He chose!  After all – He is God!!

But for some reason, He chose to do it this specific way!  This was the way He divinely and sovereignly chose to give us His “only begotten Son!”  

A “baby.”  A totally ordinary word used to describe a child who has just been born.  But a word that tells us that Christ came into this world just as we all do.  Bear in mind that the fact that Jesus was “born of a Virgin” in no way took away from the fact that his birth itself was the same as ours.  With the exception that there were no hospitals, no maternity units, or birthing centers at the time!
For us to understand that Christ was born as a “baby” brings you and me “face-to-face” with the reality of the Incarnation … Amen?!  Because although he was fully God from the beginning, the Son of God – the Word – took on full and true humanity when he was conceived in the Virgin Mary’s womb, and born – in a stable, in a manger, in Bethlehem.  He wasn’t half-God and half-man – but fully God and fully man.  And although he didn’t cease to be God – he did lay aside the outward glory which was his (and is his!) for all time and eternity!

You see, this is critical – this is the central truth of the Christian faith … that the God of eternity “broke into human history” … in order to provide for our salvation!   What you and I couldn’t do for ourselves, God did for us – through His one and only Son!  Amen?!  Everything else we believe flows from this truth.  Because if Jesus hadn’t been born, he could not have died for our sins.  And he could not have been raised from the dead.  He had to become like us in order to save us.  There was no other way!!
So, what about these “strips of cloth” – these “swaddling clothes?”  What significance do these have?  Well, in the first century near east, newborns were wrapped in bands of cloth to protect them from the harsh elements.  And these bands of cloth were wrapped rather tightly around the baby.  For us today, such a child may have looked something like a “little mummy,” with a head sticking out!  But at a time and in a place with no medical care, as we know it today – and with a significant rate of infant mortality – swaddling provided at least some measure of protection, warmth, and security.
Not only did the Savior and Redeemer of the world come to us as a baby – but this traditional “binding” in bands of cloth just added to his helplessness, and his humble circumstances.  Jesus came into this world bound and helpless – just as he left this world – bound and helpless.  Bound that you and I, and that all who call on his name in faith, might be set free!!
How about the fact that after his birth, Jesus was “laid in a manger?”  What might this mean for us?  As we know, a “manger” was nothing more than a feeding trough for animals.  And in the first century, stables were not the nice barns we have today – but quite often, nothing more than a fenced off, hollowed out cave in the side of a hill.  How much more “humble” could the circumstances of our Lord’s birth have been?!
I’m reminded here of the words of Paul from Philippians 2:7, when he says that “he made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.”  A baby, born to a poor young couple – wrapped in bands of cloth, lying in a manger – a feeding trough … nothing special, divine, or supernatural – at least as far as outward circumstances indicated.

God works in mysterious ways!  As the prophet Isaiah reminds us, “His ways are as high above our ways as the heavens are above the earth … and there is no searching His understanding!”  I don’t know why God chose to do things this way – but I’m glad He did!!  Amen?!
Behind Christmas stands a “God of surprises!”  He does what He wants – what He knows is best – to accomplish His will and purpose – and He doesn’t need, or ask for human counsel!  He doesn’t make decisions by a committee!  He doesn’t need a “think tank” or a “task force” or a “study group” to report to Him before He does what He chooses to do!  He acts out of His divine sovereignty!!  And nothing anyone can ever say or do - can ever change that!!
That first Christmas night, if you and I had walked by, nothing would have seemed supernatural.  Real stables and mangers were not the beautiful, clean places we see in our Church Christmas programs … they were dirty and smelly places!  And if you’re looking for Jesus, don’t head for the nursery!   We’d have found the King of kings and Lord of lords lying in a feeding trough!!
It’s no wonder the world missed him then, and still misses him today!  Because, you see, it’s only by faith that the true majesty of the Christ can be recognized (repeat) … just as it was recognized by the shepherds that night … 2,000 years ago!  Without faith, it’s impossible to see God, to know God, or to understand the things of God.  Without faith, you and I can hear the Christmas story a hundred times, watch the best Christmas programs – like the one our kids did for us last Sunday – over and over again, hear the best Christmas sermons ever preached – and still walk away  - unmoved and unchanged.  Maybe experiencing a little passing excitement over the lights, and the tree, and the gifts, and the festive nature of the season … but missing the real “surprise” God has in store for us!
So we come to the end of the story.  God’s surprise is a baby, wrapped in bands of cloth, and resting in a feeding trough, in a crude “semblance” of a stable – behind a little village inn – in a little town called Bethlehem.  Not a very likely beginning for an event that would change human history!  A strange way, indeed, for the Savior and Redeemer of humankind to enter the world!

This scene Luke paints for us here is simple and clear: a mother, a father, and a baby.  And thus it was that the “Word made flesh came to dwell among us!”  God does things His way, and His way and His message are simple and clear – He sent His Son into the world, so that those of us in the world might know peace, might find meaning and purpose – and through His Son, might enter into an eternal and everlasting relationship with Him!

Maybe you’ve lived through a number of Christmases – maybe you’ve sung Christmas carols over and over, and have heard countless Christmas sermons.  But maybe you’ve never been “surprised” by the true meaning of the birth of the Savior and Redeemer of the world!  As you come forward tonight (this morning) to share in the bread and the cup … may the one who was born in a stable, wrapped in bands of cloth, and laid in a manger 2,000 years ago – may he be born in your heart and life tonight (today)!  
And may those of us who, at some point in our lives, have already made a decision to receive and follow Christ – may we ask him to be born afresh and anew in our hearts and lives as well!
Because God’s sign for us today – just as it was for those shepherds, all those years ago – isn’t something supernatural and spectacular – at least from a human perspective.  It’s simple and humble – a baby, wrapped in bands of cloth, and  lying in a manger!  God still wants us to be “surprised by Christmas!”  Amen!!      

