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Christmas 2003.................................................................................................Gal. 4:1-7

v.4..."...the fullness of the time..."1

In the Roman, Greek and Jewish culture in the first century, there was a definite time

and ceremony associated with a young man's entrance into manhood.
On the Sabbath following a Jewish boy's twelfth birthday, there was a ceremony at the

synagogue during which he became a "son of the Law".

The young man prayed,

O My God and God of my fathers! On this solemn and sacred day which
marks my passage from boyhood to manhood, I humbly raise my eyes unto

thee and declare with sincerity and truth, that henceforth I will keep thy

commandments and undertake and bear responsibility of mine actions towards
thee.

In Greece, a boy at 18 became a cadet and for two years he was under the direction of
the state. Then there was a ceremony inducting him into a clan of the Athenians and into

manhood.

A Roman lad bacame a man between the ages of 14 and 17. At a ceremony he took

off the childish toga and put on the toga of a man.

Each of these ceremonies had a common thread. The time of the ceremonies was
determined by the boy's father. The ceremony was held when the father determined that

the time had come to advance to manhood.

Paul's main thrust in the passage is to show the Galatians that the Law had held them
in childish subjection until they had reached the glorious freedom of manhood in Christ.

Paul was dismayed that these converts of his who had attained freedom in Christ
would choose to return to the slavery of the law.

In verse four, Paul uses the analogy of the father choosing the time to tell us that God
the Heavenly Father, from all eternity, chose the exact moment for His Son to enter the

world as the Babe of Bethlehem.

1 The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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2
The NAS translates, "But when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth His Son, born of a

woman, born under the Law..."2

In the Roman world of the first century, God sovereignly arranged a number of
conditions which uniquely prepared the way for Christ's birth.

Religiously, there was a deep longing for the coming Messiah.
Our hymn "Come Thou, Long Expected Jesus; Born to set thy people free..." captures

the longing that righteous people were feeling before Christ was born—people like

Elizabeth and Zacharias, Simeon and Anna, and Joseph and Mary. The Babylonian
captivity had forever cured the Jewish people of their tendency toward idolatry. Never

again to this day has the Jewish nation worshipped any god but Jehovah. The synagogues
were developed before and after the captivity.

They served the Jewish people in so many ways.

They were places of worship where the message of Messiah's coming was taught and
nurtured.

They were schools where the Jews learned about the coming Messiah.
They served as courts and social gathering places which served to cement the fabric of

Jewish culture and beliefs.

The OT was completed. Ezra and others assembled it after the exile. This made the
proclamation of Messiah's message among the Jewish people smooth and seamless.

Religiously, the time was ripe for Messiah. There was a deep longing for His coming.

Culturally, the world was prepared for Christ's birth. The known world spoke a

common language. The Greek language of the first century was among the most
expressive and colorful of the world's languages.

Christians could witness and worship with a common language.

Alexander the Great thoroughly planted the Greek culture/language throughout the
known world.

All could hear and understand the message without the hindrance of translation or
the confusion of changing from one language to another.

Politically, the world was ready for Messiah.
Rome ruled the world. There were some problems if you hated Roman rule, but the

effect of Roman rule was a worldwide, stable peace—the Pax Romana.

2The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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This led to economic and political stability. Travel throughout the Roman world was

safe and could be done on a magnificent system of well-maintained roads built by superb

Roman engineers.

All of these and other factors came together in appo. 4 BC to make conditions ready

for the birth of God's Son.

Today we would like to examine for a short while with you six words about Christmas:

1. the Promise

2. the Place
3. the Palace

4. the Person
5. the Presence

6. the Peace

The Promise

In the OT, God spoke to His people through the prophets.

Prophets were men and women who were called of God to tell forth God's message to
His people.

The prophets always spoke God's message, but they often lacked a clear understanding

of the exact meaning of that message. Many of the prophets were persecuted or ignored.
Many of the people they spoke to held them in disrespect and disfavor. God did not

require popularity of His prophets. But He did require faithfulness.
God used the prophets to make detailed predictions of the birth of Christ.

Many years before it happened, Jesus' birth and the place of that birth were predicted

by God's prophets.
The Jewish historian Alfred Eidersheim says there are 456 passages in the OT which

predict some aspect of Messiah's life.

The prophet Isaiah, writing appo. 700 years before Christ's birth, contains perhaps

the clearest and most explicit prophecies of Messiah in the OT.

In chapter 7, verse 14, Isaiah tells King Ahaz,
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Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign; Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son,
and shall call his name Immanuel.3

This is a remarkable prophecy since Isaiah had no human way to know the Son would
be born of a virgin or be named Immanuel.

In Matthew chapter 1, verses 20-23, Joseph is told that Mary had conceived the child
through the Holy Ghost and that He was to name Him Jesus—Hebrew for "Jehovah saves".

The name Immanuel means "God with us".

The Bible tells us that Jesus was not just a sign of "God with us". Jesus was God
become flesh, God incarnate, truly God with us in person.

In chapter 9 of Isaiah we have the magnificent prophecy of Messiah:

6For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon

his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The
ev erlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. 7Of the increase of his government and peace
there shall be no end, upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom, to order it, and to

establish it with judgment and with justice from henceforth even for ever. The zeal of the
LORD of hosts will perform this. 4

The connection to King David was also predicted. Both Joseph and Mary were born in

the kingly line of David. Messiah was prophesied to descend through David's line.

Jeremiah 23:5 says,

Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will raise unto David a righteous Branch, and a King

shall reign and prosper, and shall execute judgment and justice in the earth.5

Matthew 1:1... "The book of the generation of Jesus Christ, the son of David, the son of

Abraham."6

The place of His birth was also predicted by Micah the prophet.

3The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
4The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
5The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
6The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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Micah 5:2...

But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, though thou be little among the thousands of Judah, yet

out of thee shall he come forth unto me that is to be ruler in Israel; whose goings forth have
been from of old, from everlasting.7

It looks to us like God took a pretty big risk when of all the towns and cities of the

world, He had the prophet single out one small, insignifigant Judean village as the place of
Messiah's birth appo. 700 years before He was born.

But God wasn't taking any risk. God in His sovereignty knew from all eternity that
Jesus the Messiah would step across the stars, enter time and space and become the God-

Man. He knew that He would be made flesh and would "pitch His tent" among us for a
little while.

He knew that this simple Galilean rabbi would show and tell us what God is like

because He Himself would be God. He knew He would be born in Bethlehem. For those
who had eyes to see and ears to hear, God promised through the writings of His prophets

the birth, life, death and resurrection of Messiah Jesus Christ.

For those who have eyes to see and ears to hear today, God promises that just like the

coming of Messiah, those of us who put our trust in that Mesisiah will have salvation and
eternal life.

You and I can trust the Word of God today. God has never defaulted on even one of

His promises to us.
When He says, "For God so loved the world, that he gavehis only begotten Son, that whosoev er

believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life."8, you and I can rest assured that
our God will deliver on that promise.

The Promise...
Now,

The Place

God in His sovereignty arranged the circumstances so that Messiah would be born in a
small insignifigant Judean village. Bethlehem is located on a ridge appo. 2,500 feet above

7 The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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sea level. It is appo. 5-6 miles southwest of Jerusalem. The normal reaction is to ask
"Why Bethlehem?".

Joe McKeever, writing in Pulpit Helps, suggests three reasons:

First, to fulfill prophecy.

We have already seen Micah's detailed, precise prophecy.
When the wise men began asking in Jerusalem where the newborn king could be found,

word got to the palace. King Herod called His advisors, who immediately told him, "The

new king will be born in Bethlehem."
They were quoting Micah 5:2.

God's prophet said it. God kept His word. Jesus was born in Bethlehem.

Second, to identify with David.

We already looked at the prophetic reference to the Messiah's connection with the

family of David.

Bethlehem was the "Town of David". Joseph and Mary traveled the difficult 100-mile
journey to Bethlehem because of the Roman census. Jesus was born there because the

Roman ruler issued a decree that all Jewish residents needed to register at their ancestral
home. Ruth and Boaz lived at Bethlehem. Their son Obed became the father of Jesse, who

raised a large family of sons and daughters. It was through the youngest of these sons,

David, that God chose to bring Messiah into the world.
Bethlehem was known since David as the "City of David".

The angel said, " For unto y ou is born this day in the city of David a Saviour..."9

As our Lord was going up to Jerusalem to face the cross, he passed through Jericho. A

blind beggar began to call out loudly, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!”1 0

The Son of God is the Son of David. Jesus was born in Bethlehem, David's city.

A third reason was to make a connection.

8The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
9The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
1 0The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.

PDF Creator - PDF4Free v2.0                                                    http://www.pdf4free.com

http://www.pdfpdf.com/0.htm


7

In the Hebrew, Bethlehem means "house of bread". Today the Jews call it "house of

meat". How fitting that He who was the Bread of Life would be born in the "house of
bread".

Jesus taught the multitude after He fed them with a child's lunch.

There is a bread that "...endures to eternal life..."1 1

In John 6 Jesus said He was the living and true bread from heaven which a man may

eat and live forever.
The prophet Isaiah asked the people of God in His day, “Why do y ou spend money for what

is not bread..."1 2

He was asking, "Why are you working and spending your life for things that will not

nourish you? Why are you spending your life in pursuit of that which will not satisfy or

bring eternal life?"
A good question for them and a good question for us today.

Bethlehem was the birthplace of Him who was truly the "Bread of Life".

Jesus is the fulfillment of prophecies given hundreds of years earlier. Jesus Christ is

the Son of David born in the City of David.
Jesus is the "Bread of Life" born in the "House of Bread".

How much plainer can God make it? Jesus is Lord.

Today, in the Christmas season, you and I must be sure we have put our trust in Jesus
the Messiah.

Max Lucado writes about the Bethlehem birth:

God had entered the world as a baby.
Yet, were someone to chance upon the sheep stable on the outskirts of

Bethlehem that morning, what a peculiar scene they would behold.
The stable stinks like all stables do. The stench of urine, dung, and

sheep reeks pungently in the air. The ground is hard, the hay scarce.

Cobwebs cling to the ceiling and a mouse scurries across the dirt floor.
A more lowly place of birth could not exist.

1 1 The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
1 2The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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...He looks like anything but a king. His face is prunish and red. His

cry, though strong and healthy, is still the helpless and piercing cry of a

baby. And he is absolutely dependent upon Mary for his well-being.
Majesty in the midst of the mundane. Holiness in the filth of sheep

manure and sweat. Divinity entering the world on the floor of a stable,

through the womb of a teenager and in the presence of a carpenter.

...Meanwhile, the city hums. The merchants are unaware that God has
visited their planet. The innkeeper would never believe that he had just

sent God into the cold. And the people would scoff at anyone who told

them the Messiah lay in the arms of a teenager on the outskirts of their
village. They were all too busy to consider the possibility.

Those who missed His Majesty's arrival that night missed it not because
of evil acts or malice; no, they missed it because they simply weren't

looking.

Little has changed in the last two thousand years, has it?

The Promise...

The Place... Now,

The Palace

On the top of a natural hill appo. three miles southeast of Bethlehem, King Herod's
engineers erected a magnificent palace-fortress, the Herodium, constructed in 23 BC. It

was the third largest palace to be built in the Roman world. It stood at appo. 2,460'
above sea level. It was a fabulous, luxurious complex. There were two concentric circular

walls appo. twelve feet apart. The space between the walls was fashioned into lavishly-

furnished and appointed rooms.
The structure was seven stories high. It had five floors above ground and two below.

Access to the palace was provided by 200 marble steps. The stairway was nearly 500 feet
long.

Magnificent gardens graced the inner court of the fortress. Statues sat in niches in

the walls. On each of the points of the compass a circular stone tower rose toward the
Judean sky. There were four towers.

The west tower contained living and dining space for the royal family.
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There was a full Roman bath with hot and cold and warm rooms built next to the

living quarters.

At the foot of the hill a 400-foot palace stood along with other buildings. There was a
huge pool 210 feet by 135 feet and over nine feet deep.

A four-mile aqueduct was constructed to bring water to the complex. It was a place of

unimaginable luxury and power.
It was the symbol of one of the most powerful kings in the world. But three miles

away, literally in the shadow of Herod's symbol of wealth and power, in a smelly stable
cave, a poor peasant child was born. This baby was also a king, but if you would have

been there and seen the luxury and power of King Herod...if you would have contrasted

that power/wealth with the poor baby's lowly stable, you would have guessed that the
king in the palace had the most chance of success—

But today that magnificent palace lies in ruins. The ruins of the powerful King
Herod's buildings lie scattered over the Mediterranean world. At Caesarea, the sea washes

over the columns of Herod's magnificent city.

The baby who was born in the cave is alive. His movement has circled the globe. His
followers continue to supply the world with hospitals, schools and humanitarian aid.

Truly all the armies that have ever marched do not have the power of that Baby King's

movement.
The king in the palace was buried at the Herodium.

Josephus writes:

"Quote"

There was a solid gold bier, adorned with precious stones and draped with
the richest purple. On it lay the body wrapped in crimson, with a diadem

resting on the head and above that a golden crown and the scepter by the

right hand. The bier was escorted by Herod's sons and the whole body of his
kinsmen, followed by his Spearmen and the Thracian company, Germans and

Gauls, all in full battle order, headed by their commanders and all the officers,
and followed by five hundred of the house slaves and freedmen carrying spices.

The body was borne twenty-four miles to Herodium where by the late king's

command it was buried. So ends the story of Herod.

"End of quotation"
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The Baby King was buried in a tomb close to Jerusalem.

Archaeologists have never found Herod's body. The body of Jesus, after three days,
rose triumphantly from that tomb. Today He is sitting at God the Father's right hand

interceding for us.

The lesson for us is clear.
We can build our lives on wealth, power and self-sufficiency. If we do we will see them

crumble. We can embrace the teachings of the humble Messiah King and live forever.
The message of the King in the stable is "To be great in my kingdom, take up a cross

and be a servant."

The paradox of the palace and the stable is that if you and I will die to our rights and
surrender our lives to the King Jesus, He will not only give us a joyful life here but He has

promised to give us salvation and eternal life with Him in the life to come.

The Promise...

The Place...

The Palace... Now,

The Person

The beloved apostle in John 1:14, speaking of the Messiah, the Christ, writes,

And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the
only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth. 1 3

John tells us that this Messiah was the God – Man. The eternal Son of God—fully God
and fully man.

John writes in John 1:1,

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.1 4

1 3The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
1 4The King James Version, (Cambridge: Cambridge) 1769.
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v. 3... All things came into being through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into being that

has come into being.1 5

Only God can create. John is telling us that Jesus is God.

John also says that Jesus "became flesh"16. He became man. He was born in a smelly
stable. He walked the dusty streets of Palestine. He got thirsty by a Samaritan well. He
became indignant when His Father's house was misused.

He felt the tug of all the temptations you and I are subject to.
He experienced grief and pain.

He knew rejection by His own.

He was nailed to a cruel Roman cross.
He was in every way a man while at the same time He was God.

This God-Man, because He is man, can never be surprised or shocked when we come to

Him with our sins.

He always knows what we are feeling. He can comfort us as no other can.
But because He is God He can guarantee our salvation if we will put our trust and faith

in Him.

The Baby of Bethlehem was both God and Man.

The Holman Bible Dictionary:

Jesus' birth showed all humanity that God is faithful to fulfill His
promises in ways far beyond human expectations; for Jesus was not just a

sign of God with us. Jesus was God become flesh, God incarnate, God with
us in person.

The Promise...

The Place...

The Palace...

1 5The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
1 6The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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The Person... Now,

The Presence

The prophets told of a child to be named "Emmanuel".
The name means "God with us". Truly the message of Christmas and the incarnation

is that the eternal Christ will be with us.
We can't go anywhere to get away from His presence.

The Psalmist writes in Psalm 139:7-12,

7 Where can Igo from Your Spirit?
Or where can I flee from Your presence?

8 If I ascend to heaven, You are there;
If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there.

9 If I take the wings of the dawn,
If I dwell in the remotest part of the sea,

10Ev en there Your hand will lead me,
And Your right hand will lay hold of me.

11 If I say, “Surely the darkness will overwhelm me,
And the light around me will be night,”

12Ev en the darkness is not dark to You,
And the night is as bright as the day.

Darkness and light are alike to You.1 7

The glorious message of Christmas today is you and I can't go anywhere where the

presence of Jesus cannot reach us.

We can never reach the end of His comforting presence.
He has promised never to leave us or forsake us.

Messiah is "present" with us today in whatever circumstance we find ourselves.

Max Lucado writes about God being with us...

Listen as God articulates his passion: "My heart beats for you, and my

love for you stirs up my pity. I won't punish you in my anger, and I won't

destroy Israel again. I am God and not a human; I am the Holy One and I
am among you" (Hosea 11:8-9)

1 7 The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.

PDF Creator - PDF4Free v2.0                                                    http://www.pdf4free.com

http://www.pdfpdf.com/0.htm


13

Before you read any further, reflect on those last four words, "I am

among you." Do you believe that? Do you believe God is near? He wants
you to. He wants you to know he is in the midst of your world. Wherever

you are as you read these words, he is present. In your office, your

bedroom, your den. He's near.

God is in the thick of things in your world. He has not taken up
residence in a distant galaxy. He has not removed himself from history. He

has not chosen to seclude himself on a throne in an incandescent castle.

He has drawn near. He has involved himself in the car pools,

heartbreaks, and funeral homes of our day. He is as near to us on Monday
as on Sunday. In the school room as in the sanctuary. At the coffee break

as much as the communion table.

The apostle Paul in 2 Cor. 13:4, in a completely different context, writes something

that is applicable to the "presence" of God with us when he says,

For indeed He was crucified because of weakness, yet He lives because of the power of God.1 8

God's power brings us Christ's presence today.

The Promise...

The Place...

The Palace...

The Person...

The Presence... Now,

The Peace

1 8The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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The Baby of Bethlehem became the Man Christ Jesus who lived among us to show us

who God is. He told and showed us how to find peace with God.

He stretched out His arms on an instrument of cruel torture and allowed His lifeblood
to drain away into the dusty soil of Palestine in order to bring us peace.

When He rose triumphantly from that cold dark tomb He paved the way to peace with

God.
Today all of us who have taken Christ as Lord and Savior know that peace of the

Christ Child. We know the peace of sins forgiven.
We know the peace of eternal life when our lives here are finished.

That peace can be yours today. If you aren't sure that you know Christ as Savior—if

you don't have His peace—stand or come forward as we sing two verses of an invitation
hymn.

We celebrate Christ's birth by referring to it in the date placed on all

our coins, civil records, and vital documents. It is inscribed upon metal and

written on parchment and engraved on the cornerstones of great buildings.
It is on every newspaper, every check, every deed, and it is universally

acknowledged at the beginning of a new life.

Every human transaction is related to the birth of Christ. It cannot be
avoided or evaded. God has seen to it that this event is more widely

advertised than anything on earth that is or ever has been.

—Dr. Walter Wilson

New Freedom 11/03
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