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The Bible You Should Know:  The Christmas Story

This week I came upon a couple of very interesting quotes.  They are interesting because of the people who made these statements.


It is not possible today to have morality separated from religious values.  Who would you guess made that statement?  A presidential candidate?  A pastor?  The answer may surprise you.  It’s a statement made by Russian president Vladimir Putin, in the current issue of Time magazine.  Those of us who lived through the Cold War find it very surprising to hear such a statement coming from Moscow.

Here are some selected quotes from another surprising source, with a hint – this person is British – I'm not one of those who wants to stop Christian traditions.  This is historically a Christian country. I'm a cultural Christian…So, yes, I like singing carols along with everybody else. I'm not one of those who wants to purge our society of our Christian history... ours is historically a Christian culture, and children who grow up ignorant of biblical literature are diminished, unable to take literary allusions, actually impoverished…I must say I'd rather wish you "Happy Christmas" than "Happy Holiday Season.”

This one really amazed me, as it is from one of the most unlikely source imaginable.  Are you ready for this?  Those quotes come from a recent BBC interview and are the words of Richard Dawkins, author of The God Delusion and arguably the most famous atheist in the world today.  I hold no illusion that it means he has any belief in God, but it is certainly interesting that he finds meaning in and appreciation for the celebration of Christmas.  It goes to show the depth of impact the Biblical Christmas story has on people, and if there is one part of the Bible that people know, it is the story of the birth of Jesus.

Our text this morning come from a portion of Luke’s telling of the story of the birth of Jesus.  We combine the events from the gospels of Matthew and Luke, but this morning I’m going to stay only with this passage.


Luke begins by telling us that the Roman emperor Caesar Augustus had called for a census to be taken, the purpose of which was the enforcing of taxes.  Luke says that everyone was proceeding to register for the census, everyone to his own city (verse 3).  Everyone.  To their own city.  Think for a moment about the disruption of life caused by this census.  A census today is a rather simple process for the citizenry; we fill out a form when we have a few minutes and that’s the end of it.  In the day of Jesus, every person had to travel to their ancestral home, in the case of Jesus, to Joseph’s home of Bethlehem.  It didn’t matter how inconvenient, how expensive, or how difficult the trip would be, you made the journey because the Roman government said you had to and they had absolute power to enforce their will upon people.

Let us be thankful this Christmas for our freedom from tyranny.  We have a freedom not enjoyed by Jesus.  I heard an interview with a pastor the other day and he was complaining about the persecution being inflicted upon some of the wealthy media preachers by Senator Charles Grassley.  I’m not sure Congress ought to be investigating and meddling in ministries, but persecution?  It is not persecution when someone points out the obvious abuse of religious fund-raising and spending practices.  When someone lives in a mansion, travels by luxury automobile or private jet, when they have closets full of clothes, and overflowing bank accounts at their disposal, it is not persecution to ask some questions about how that money was obtained and how it is being used.

We don’t know what persecution is in our country, thankfully.  Persecution is the arresting of Christians in China because they dare to worship without the official sanctioning of the state.  Persecution is when hundreds of pastors are arrested by Chinese officials, and many of them are tortured.  Persecution is the burning of the homes and businesses of Christians in countries such as Indonesia and Pakistan; persecution is the beating and murder of Christians in parts of India while local authorities look the other way; persecution is the arrest of religious leaders in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan; it is the burning of churches in Nigeria; it is the threat of death throughout parts of the Middle East that is leveled at those who do not forsake their Christian faith for Islam; and the list could go on and on.  Persecution is not questioning the fund-raising practices of wealthy televangelists and persecution is not getting an advertising flyer in the mail that says Happy Holidays instead of Merry Christmas.  I hope you enjoy the giving and receiving of gifts, but perhaps it’s time that we take the name of Jesus off the mercenary and commercial side of Christmas.  Perhaps we should applaud removing the name of Jesus from crass commercialism rather than condemning it.

We live in a country created as a land where there would be no religious persecution or political tyranny and we are very, very fortunate for this great gift, a gift that Jesus did not enjoy during his earthly ministry.

We should also be thankful for the blessings in our lives.  You may be lodging a protest in your mind right now – Dave has no idea what he’s talking about.  My life is anything but blessed.  That may certainly be true.  But think for a moment about the circumstances of travel for Mary and Joseph.  There was a distance of about 80 miles they had to cover to get to Bethlehem, which is roughly the distance from New Castle to downtown Lexington.  That is an easy journey for us, made inconvenient or difficult only by time pressures and the rising cost of gasoline.  Imagine walking that distance.  In spite of our images of the first nativity, we don’t know if Mary and Joseph had a donkey to ride.  Chances are they were too poor for such a luxury.  And even if they did have a donkey, it would carry only one.  Either way, walking or riding for Mary would have been very, very difficult.


And then there was the matter of the birth.  The birth of a child can be a difficult and scary event in a hospital; imagine in the conditions Luke describes.


Mary and Joseph lived in a time when daily existence was a struggle.  I’m not saying that life is always easy for us today, but we are very blessed by what we have available to us.  Jesus was placed in a manger – a feeding trough.  Who could imagine such a thing today?  We want the best for our children, and we accept nothing less than the best.  For many people, though, life is still extremely difficult.  Thousands of children are orphaned every day by AIDS, thousands more die of hunger, and untold millions do not have medical or dental care or the most basic levels of water, shelter, and clothing.  We may feel we are lacking, but our reality is that we worry more about where to put all our stuff than with how to provide just minimal amounts of food, clothing, and shelter for our families.  Be thankful for the immense blessings we have in life.


And may our thankfulness remind us that the goal of life is not comfort, and it is certainly not the goal of faith to seek out our own comfort.  Jesus did not seek his own comfort while in this world.  He sought our salvation.  

From the birth Luke shifts to the scene of the angels announcing the birth of Jesus to the shepherds.  Do not be afraid were the first words to the shepherds (verse 10).  There are many things in this life that strike fear in our hearts.  The Bible speaks many times to our fear.  I don’t know if it’s possible to rid our lives of all fear, but we cannot allow fear to control us, and fear does control and constrict the lives of many, many people.  Do not let fear control your life.  Do not let fear keep you from the life God desires to give you.  Do not let fear drive you to despair.

The reason the angels give for turning away from fear is the announcement of good news of a great joy which shall be for all the people (verse 10).  Good news of a great joy.  It is so tragic that some cannot see faith as good news.  The abuse of others in the name of God and the failures of God’s people should never detract from the truth that the coming of Jesus into this world is indeed good news of a great joy.  


And it is for all the people.  God’s love can never be restricted to any particular group.  God’s love is more expansive than we could ever dream, and his love knows no limits.  We should never see God as favoring one group above the other, as preferring one group above another, or as being conditional in his love.

As I started with quotes from surprising sources, I will close with one as well.  I know men; and I tell you that Jesus Christ is not (just) a man.  Superficial minds see a resemblance between Christ and the founders of empires, and the gods of other religions.  That resemblance does not exist.  There is between Christianity and whatever religions that distance of infinity…


Everything in Christ astonishes me.  His spirit overawes me, and his will confounds me.  Between him and whoever else in the world there is no possible term of comparison.  He is truly a being by himself.  His ideas and his sentiments, the truth which he announces, his manner of convictions, are not explained either by human organization or by the nature of things.


The nearer I approach, the more carefully I examine, everything is above me; everything remains grand, - of a grandeur which overpowers.  His religion is a revelation from an intelligence which certainly is not that of man.  There is there a profound originality which has created a series of words and of maxims before unknown.  Jesus borrowed nothing from our science.  One can absolutely find nowhere, but in him alone, the imitation or the example of his life.

…I search in vain in history to find the similar to Jesus Christ, or anything which can approach the gospel.  Neither history, nor humanity, nor the ages, nor nature, offer me anything with which I am able to compare it or to explain it.  


(The Book of Jesus, edited by Calvin Miller, Barnes and Noble:  New York, 1998, pp. 63-64).


The words of Napoleon Bonaparte, certainly one who was never mistaken for a theologian, but who spoke powerfully in those words.

This is the good news, the wonderful news, the joy of Christmas.  Merry Christmas to you all, and may God bless you.
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