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Christmas 2001 Luke 2:1-16

Approximately 2,000 years ago the most momentous event in history occurred.

This event split history. Events that occurred before the birth of Christ are

recorded as BC. Events which occurred after the birth of Christ are recorded as

AD. The Roman Anno Domini means "in the year of our Lord".

Because of an error in calculation, the Lord's birth actually occurred in approx.

5-4 BC.

The birth of Jesus Christ not only split the calendar, but it introduced

Christianity into a lost and dying world.

Because of the birth of Jesus Christ, you and I can have the abundant, joyful life

here and now. Because of Christ's birth, you and I can have hope of eternal life in

the hereafter.

As I thought about the birth of Christ and read through the gospel accounts of

that birth, it occurred to me that there are important lessons to be learned from

the individuals or groups of individuals who took part in that first Christmas.

We know that the origins of the holiday we celebrate today are based on pagan

customs. While we do not have any idea which day of the year our Savior was

born, there are lessons we can learn from those who we read about in the gospel

pages. The people who took part in the first Christmas were ordinary flesh and

blood people.

We tend to think of them as superhuman or super-spiritual, but the Bible

presents them to us as real people with real emotions. They ate and slept and

played. They cried and laughed. They worked for a living like most of us do. In

short, they were people just like us. Because they were, we can gather some lessons

from them that we can use as we conduct our Christian lives in the year of our

Lord 2001, soon to be 2002.
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Today we want to look at the following people:

1. Simeon

2. Caesar Augustus

3. Herod the Great

4. Mary

5. Joseph

6. The shepherds

7. The wise men

Paul tells us in Galatians chapter 4 that "...when the fullness of the time came, God sent forth

His Son, born of a woman, born under the Law..."1

The world to which Jesus came in 5-4 BC was a world that was uniquely

prepared for his birth.

There were a number of factors which made this true.

1st was the stable Roman government.

Rome ruled the world and Rome enforced the rule of law. Perhaps at this time

as at no other it was possible for missionaries to move around under protection of

the state.

2nd, the Roman peace, the Pax Romanos.

Because Rome ruled the world, there was a stable peace throughout the empire.

Missionaries were able to move from city to city without the hindrance of civil

strife or violence.

3rd, a universal language.

1The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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The Greek language was understood across the entire Roman Empire.

Missionaries were able to communicate the gospel without the hindrance of

translation and language barriers.

There was a universal yearning and longing for Messiah to come and throw off

the Roman yoke and establish a universal reign of peace. People like Zacharias and

Elizabeth, Simeon and Anna, and Joseph and Mary are examples of those who were

longing for Messiah.

Several of our hymns reflect this universal longing for Messiah:

Come, thou long-expected Jesus,

Born to set thy people free.

From our fears and sins release us,

Let us find our rest in thee.

Isreal's strength and consolation,

Hope of all the earth thou art.

Dear desire of every nation,

Joy of every longing heart.

Born thy people to deliver,

Born a child and yet a king.

Born to reign in us forever,

Now thy gracious kingdom bring.

By thy own eternal Sprit,

Rule in all our hearts alone.

By thine all-sufficient merit,

Raise us to thy glorious throne.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
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O come o come Emmanuel,

And ransom captive Israel,

That mourns in lonely exile here,

Until the Son of God appear.

O come thou Dayspring, come and cheer,

Our spirits by thine advent here.

O drive a way the shades of night,

And pierce the clouds and bring us light.

1. Two of the people that were longing for Christ to come were Simeon and

Anna.

Luke 2:25 tells us that Simeon was righteous and devout, looking for the

consolation of Israel, and that the Holy Spirit was upon him.

Simeon had been shown by the Holy Spirit that he would not die until he had

seen the Lord's birth.

When he came into the temple, the Scripture says he was "in the Spirit". He
realized that Joseph and Mary were carrying the Christ, the Messiah. Simeon took
the child in his arms and blessed God and said,

“Now Lord, You are releasing Your bond-servant to depart in peace,
According to Your word;
For my eyes have seen Your salvation..." 2

We can learn some lessons from Simeon:

1. Simeon was a man of God.

Scripture says he was "righteous and devout".
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It's so important that you and I be men and women of God, that we live lives

that are righteous and devout. Of course we have the blessing and grace of Christ's

forgiveness when we fail. Simeon didn't have that, but we can run to the arms of

our heavenly Father and receive the forgiveness which Christ died to provide for

us.

Let's live our lives as men and women of God.

2. A second lesson from Simeon...

He was guided and controlled by the Holy Spirit.

How important that is for us today. So often we are careless or rebellious and

yield our lives to the control of Satan. It is critical that we understand that we are

either yielded to God or Satan.

It is so important that we allow the precious helper, the Holy Spirit, to control

our lives.

We do that by daily surrendering our wills to his power and control. The

minute we resist Him or refuse to obey his wishes for our lives, we yield ourselves

to Satan's control. Let's surrender our wills to God and walk in his Holy Spirit's

control.

2. Caesar Augustus is another person who is mentioned in the gospel account.

His full name was Gaius Julius Caesar Octavius. He was the great-nephew of

Julius Caesar. He was only 18 years old when the job of governing the Roman

world was thrust upon his shoulders. The name "Augustus" is significant. It

indicates not just a political, but also a religious ruler. Augustus did not realize it,

2The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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but he and his empire were right in the center of God's plan for the birth of his

Son. Augustus thought, in all his pomp and arrogance, that he was exercising his

power and control when he caused a census to be taken of the whole world.

Because Caesar issued his decree, events and people came together in a way that

allowed Mary and Joseph to come to the little town of Bethlehem. There in a lowly

stable/cave the Savior of the World was born— Just as the prophets had predicted

100s of years before. Though Caesar didn't realize it, God had chosen to use him

to accomplish his divine purpose. Caesar had no more say in the matter than the

lowly Joseph had in paying the hated tax. What irony! Do you think God smiled

just a bit as he watched the pompous dictator gloat in his false sense of power?

What lessons can we learn from Augustus?

1. God is sovereign in our affairs.

God plans the events of our lives for our good and his glory. He is in total

control of those events even if we don't understand or see his hand. What a

blessed comforting thought that the same God who superintended and overruled

the events of the first Christmas is the God who has promised never to leave us or

forsake us.

2. A second lesson is that we are only what we are through the power of God

the Holy Spirit.

Caesar thought he was all-powerful. He probably thought he was divine. He did

not realize that he was the instrument of God's power. You and I are in God's

hands. We do his work only as we humbly yield to his Sprit's guidance and power

in our lives. We must never assume, like Caesar, that we can do it in our own

strength.
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3. Herod the Great was another character who had part in the nativity.

Herod was arrogant, proud, scheming, cruel and ruthless. When Matthew writes

that Herod "...was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him"3, he wasn't joking. Herod was

paranoid about any real or supposed rival to his throne. He was absolutely

ruthless in eliminating them. Herod had his favorite wife killed because he

suspected she was unfaithful to him. Then he almost went mad with grief. He

walked the halls calling her name. He commanded his servants to bring her to him.

Herod married 10 wives legally. He killed his favorite wife,

Her grandfather,

Her mother,

Two brother-in-laws,

Three sons,

The boy babies of Bethlehem,

Along with 100s of his subjects.

His cruelty prompted his friend the Emperor Augustus to admit that "it is

better to be Herod's pig than his son".

His palace was filled with backstabbing and intrigue.

Herod was a prodigious builder, both inside the land of Israel and outside the

land as well.

One of Herod's palace fortresses, the Herodium, was only a few miles from

Bethlehem. Herod had his engineers smooth off and excavate a mountain. Then

they built a magnificent 7-story palace-fortress on the mountain. Then they tore

down a nearby hill and piled it around the palace till only the top few floors were

exposed. It dominated the entire area. It was the strongest, most magnificent

building in the area. Its shadow dominated the nearby town of Bethlehem. But in

3The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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that poor little town, a king was born who would influence the world right down

to our time.

The Herodium and Herod dominated the countryside. Herod was all-powerful.

When he died, a magnificent procession carried his body on a gold bier from

Jericho to Herodium where he was buried in pomp and majesty. Today Herod's

magnificent Herodium is a cone of ruins. No one has ever found his body. His

dreams and pride lie in the dusty streets of Palestine. Today Herod is simply a

name in the History book.

But the baby that was born in the shadow of Herod's palace is known and loved

by Christians around the world. His life has influenced more good than any other.

His followers have literally changed the world.

If you know him as Savior today, you know that he is alive and full of power.

Herod's world is in ruins. Christ's kingdom is alive and powerful.

Lessons from Herod:

1. We need to be people who live lives of kindness, love, honesty and concern

for others.

We must be careful that the sins of pride, selfish ambition and a lust for power

are not a part of our lives.

2. We need to focus on eternal things. Realize that things are only temporary

and that our home is in heaven. We are simply strangers and pilgrims here. We

need to learn to hold things with a loose hand.

4. Mary is presented to us in the gospels as a simple, godly young girl who was

willing to be used by God.
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Mary was probably very young, somewhere between 13 and 16, when she

carried and bore our Lord. Can you imagine the heartache of being pregnant and

knowing she had not been unfaithful to Joseph? She had to endure the wagging

tongues and averted eyes of a small town where everybody knew everybody's

business. And still she said, “Behold, the bondslave of the Lord; may it be done to me according to

your word.”4

What a lesson for us. So often we say, "Lord, that's too embarrassing for me!"

"I won't do what you want me to because people will think I'm weird." How we need

to learn the lesson of Mary and say, "God, if your word says it, I'll do it." We need

to obey with our whole heart no matter what the world around us says or does.

We can take a lesson from Mary as we make decisions and choose careers. God

has promised to guide us if we will wait on him and surrender our wills to his will.

If we run ahead of him and insist on our own way we will miss the blessing of being

in the center of his will for our life.

We will never know true joy until we yield ourselves to God's will and find the

place he desires for us.

Mary was in God's place at God's time. She was in the center of his will.

Proverbs 3:5-6 says,

Trust in the LORD with all your heart
And do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge Him,
And He will make your paths straight.5

God will direct our paths if we trust him and yield to him.

5. Joseph is a wonderful character at the nativity.

4The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
5The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman Foundation) 1996.
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He was godly and O how he loved Mary! We see this in his struggle to put her

away privately— in the tender way he tried to shield her from slander (even when

he thought she had betrayed his trust). How much he loved her.

Joseph was probably much older than Mary. He was probably widowed with

children from the previous marriage. He was a good, solid, earthy carpenter who

was well thought of in the community. He probably died before Jesus began his

ministry.

He tenderly cared for Mary and the baby she bore in Bethlehem.

From Joseph we can learn devotion to God and those we love. We can learn to

cherish and be kind and loving to our family members.

We need to allow our homes to be little bits of God's love here on earth as we

treat each other with dignity, respect and love.

From Joseph we can learn faithfulness to our marriage partners. Our spouses

should never have to wonder if they are number one in our affections. They

should never have reason to suspect that there is someone else who holds a higher

place in our affections.

They need to know that we are committed absolutely to moral faithfulness to

them alone.

If we have sinned in this area, we can confess, forsake and rebuild. Each of us

who are married needs to recommit to be faithful to our spouse.

6. The shepherds have always fascinated me.

Shepherds were not highly thought of by the uppity Jews. They could not get

to the regular temple/synagogue services because of their duties. They smelled

bad because of the sheep they lived with and the lack of sanitary facilities. Some of
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them were not the most honest people in the world. But most shepherds were

honest, hard-working ordinary folk.

It is amazing to me that when God wanted to reveal to the world that a new

king was born, he didn't come to Herod's or Augustus' palace. He didn't single out

the high priest or the religious leaders. He sent the angelic choir to a lonely

hillside in Judea to a bunch of ordinary shepherds. What a comfort and lesson for

us. Most of us aren't very smart or wealthy or powerful, but God delights in using

ordinary people in his kingdom today. Each of us who are very ordinary can

become extraordinary in Christ's service if we will yield our lives to him.

7. The Wise Men are our final group today.

Tradition tells us there were three. It even gives us their names— Caspar,

Melchior and Balthasar. Matthew's account is silent on the number of wise men or

whether they were kings.

Because of the long journey across a desert, there was probably a large group

with the wise men, possibly as many as 100. They saw a star and realized there

was a new king born and came to worship him.

They braved desert heat, bandits and cold in their devotion to the new king.

Quite a lesson for us. How sincere are we in our following of Christ? How much

are we willing to endure for him? Are we ashamed to speak for him when we have

the opportunity? Let's take a lesson from these men who weren't even followers of

the God of the Hebrews.

1. From Simeon we learn to be righteous and controlled by God's Holy Spirit.

2. From Caesar Augustus we learn that God is sovereign and that we need to

depend on God the Holy Spirit to empower us.
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3. From Herod the Great we learn kindness, love and concern for others and

to focus on eternal things.

4. From Mary we learn obedience and yielding to God's will for our lives.

5. From Joseph we learn love for our spouses and families, faithfulness to our

spouses and devotion to our God.

6. From the shepherds we can gain the encouragement that our God delights

in using ordinary people.

7. From the wise men we can learn commitment and dedication in our

following of Christ.

Let's allow these people of the nativity to inspire us to a higher commitment of

following and obeying Christ.

'Twas the Night Before Jesus Came
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