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Christmas 2012……read John 1:1-14, Luke 1:26-38, Luke 2:1-20, Matt. 1:18-25

The old man and his granddaughter sat by the blazing fire.  All around were signs of the

Christmas season.  Holly, pine, tinsel and candles made it look like Christmas.  Snuggling

closer, the little girl said, "Papa, tell me the story of Christmas."

The old man quietly said, "Honey, I'd love to tell you."  This is what he said:

The rooster's voice announced the beginning of the new day.  Inside the family house

Mary stirred sleepily on her sleeping mat.  She loved this time between night and daytime.

She knew the family cow awaited its time of milking.  It felt good just to take a few minutes

to relax as all around her the family and animals were slowly waking up.

Mary was a young girl of probably 14-15 years old.  Her father and mother were well-

respected members of the community.  Mary was a godly young woman who was anxious to

do God's will for her life.

She did all the things a young girl in first-century Palestine did.  She chased butterflies

and fireflies.  She helped with the chores in the house and garden.

She and her mother had already started on a hope chest which would be part of her

wedding dowry.  Mary believed God had arranged a good marriage for her.

In first-century Palestine marriages were often arranged by the bride and groom's parents.

Boys and girls were sometimes pledged to marry at the age of 2 or 3 years old.

Mary had been pledged to Joseph the village carpenter.  He was probably much older than

Mary and was probably a widower.  Apparently there were children from his earlier

marriage.  We know he loved Mary deeply.

The carpenter of the first century was not a house builder as we think of it today.  Houses

were made of mud or stone.  Carpenters worked with wooden trim, windows, doors and

furniture-like chests.  The carpenter would also install the large roof beam or beams that

held the mud and thatch roof.

They probably also made baskets.

Their tools were the axe, hatchet, saw, knives, plane and square.  Hammers and bronze

nails were in use at the time.  He may have had a bow drill.

The carpenter also worked with the soft limestone which was buried under a foot or two

of earth.  The stone was used for walls and interior platforms.  When it was uncovered it was

soft and could be cut with the saw.  When exposed to the air it hardened into very durable
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stone.

The carpenter was a very important member of the community.  He would have had a

comfortable but not lavish living.

Joseph had already begun work on the house that would be home for him and Mary.  It

was part of his family's insula or "household".  This was the place where dads and moms,

aunts and uncles, brothers and sisters and grandpas and grandmas lived together along with

many children.  When a man from the family was betrothed to be married he began to build

a house attached to the family insula for his new bride.  Over the years the insula grew like

topsy as houses, walls and courtyards were added.  The insula was a place of loving, caring,

disciplining and working together.  It is a beautiful picture of the church were we should be

a loving, caring, disciplining family of believers.  The German beautifully calls this

community the gemeinschaft.

As the time of betrothal came nearer the families engaged in an ancient ritual.  Joseph and

his family would pay a dowry to Mary's family.  This was to compensate them for the loss of

her domestic services.  There would be a betrothal meal.  Then after the two families had

satisfactorily completed the dowry negotiations Joseph stood.  Taking a container of wine he

offered it to Mary as a proposal of marriage.  If she took the wine and drank it she was

accepting Joseph's proposal of marriage.  If she refused the cup the marriage was off.  It was a

tense moment.

Mary, to Joseph's great delight, took the cup and drank from it, accepting his proposal and

sealing the betrothal between them.  This began a year-long period of betrothal.  During this

time Mary completed her hope chest and perfected her domestic skills.  She waited and

watched for the coming of her bridegroom.  Joseph completed work on the house and made

preparations for Mary to move in.  The betrothal period wasn't a time of close courtship.

The couple would have very little time alone.  It was definitely a case of getting to know and

love one another after the marriage ceremony had been completed.

During the approx. year-long betrothal period the couple was officially married in the

eyes of the law.  They did not live together or share physical intimacy.  If the prospective

bridegroom died before the marriage was celebrated the woman was considered a widow.  Of

course the couple was expected to remain sexually pure and keep themselves only for their

marriage partner.

It was during this betrothal period that a most extraordinary event occurred.  Mary was

quietly meditating one evening.  Suddenly she was aware of a glistening presence in the
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room.  He said, "Hail, favored one!  The Lord is with you."  Mary was greatly troubled, and as

she thought about the greeting the angel said, "Do not be afraid Mary, for you have found

favor with God.  And behold you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you shall

name him Jesus.  He will be great and will be called the son of the most high.  And the Lord

God will give Him the throne of his father David.  And he will reign over the house of Jacob

forever, and His kingdom will have no end."

Mary, perplexed, said, "How can this be since I am a virgin?"

The angel answered, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the most

high will overshadow you; and for that reason the holy offspring shall be called the son of

God.

"And even Elizabeth your relative has conceived a son in her old age.  She who was barren

is now carrying a six-month old child.

"Let me remind you child, nothing will be impossible with God."

Mary pondered the momentous words.  Then she quietly whispered, "Behold the

bondslave of the Lord.  Let it be done to me according to your Word."

His mission completed, the angel departed from her.

Try to imagine Mary's position.  Since the beginning of the world there had only been one

way for women to get pregnant.  It only happened when a man and a woman were joined

together in sexual union.  Mary knew that she had not had a sexual encounter with any man.

Mary also knew that Joseph knew that Mary had not been with him.  She also knew that

he would think she had been unfaithful to him if she appeared with child.

It was an incredible dilemma.  She didn't know the answer, but she knew God did.  She

willingly gave herself to God knowing somehow He would work it out.

Now an event occurred which would throw more suspicion on Mary.

Possibly wanting to think about the event, possibly wanting to talk it over with someone

neutral, Mary went into the hill country for a 3-month visit with her relatives Elizabeth and

Zacharias.

Incredible things had also been happening in their household.  Elizabeth who was old and

had never been with child had been carrying John the Baptist for 6 months.  Zacharias was

padding around the house and yard carrying a writing board.  He had been struck dumb

because he had questioned the angel's message that he would be a father.

Possibly Mary was puzzled when the old man did not return her joyous greeting.

Going into the house she embraced Elizabeth, who probably explained why Zacharias did

not greet her.
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Elizabeth cried, "Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!

"How has the mother of my Lord come to me?

"Behold when I heard your greeting the baby leaped in my womb for joy.

"And blessed is she who believed that there would be a fulfillment of what had been

spoken to her by the Lord."

46 And Mary said:
“My soul exalts the Lord,
47 And my spirit has rejoiced in God my Savior.
48 “For He has had regard for the humble state of His bondslave;

For behold, from this time on all generations will count me blessed.
49 “For the Mighty One has done great things for me;

And holy is His name.
50 “AND HIS MERCY IS UPON GENERATION AFTER GENERATION

TOWARD THOSE WHO FEAR HIM.
51 “He has done mighty deeds with His arm;

He has scattered those who were proud in the thoughts of their heart.
52 “He has brought down rulers from their thrones,

And has exalted those who were humble.
53 “HE HAS FILLED THE HUNGRY WITH GOOD THINGS;

And sent away the rich empty-handed.
54 “He has given help to Israel His servant,

In remembrance of His mercy,
55 As He spoke to our fathers,

To Abraham and his descendants forever.”1

When Mary returned to Nazareth she was visibly with child.  The townspeople's tongues

began to wag.  As in any small town it was especially vicous.

Poor Mary could not defend herself.  Who would believe that God was the cause of her

pregnancy?  Joseph's world was shaken to the core.  "How could it be!  Mary unfaithful!  I

can't believe it!  But she is pregnant!  There had to have been someone else.  I love her so,

even though she has done this to me, I can't hurt her.

"I will have no choice but to end the betrothal.  This will require a divorce, but I will do it

quietly with the least amount of fuss so as to minimize the hurt to many."

How deeply Joseph loved Mary!  How he agonized!  What sleepless nights he endured!

Then the answer came.  His bed was wet with sweat; his sleep was tortured and troubled.

One night as he agonized he received his visit from an angel.

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Lk 1:46 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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The angel said, "Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife; for the

child has been conceived by the Holy Ghost.

"And she will bear a son; and you shall call his name Jesus, for it is He who will save His

people from their sins."

Joseph must have rejoiced.  "Mary's story was true!  Oh, I must tell her!"

At the earliest opportunity Joseph sought out Mary and told her the angel had spoken to

him.  He believed her.  Her story was true.  She had not been unfaithful.  He told her he

wanted the wedding to take place as soon as possible.

Normally weddings were a week-long time of feasting and merry-making.  Many guests

were invited, and it was a time of great rejoicing.  Probably because of Mary's pregnancy the

couple held a quiet ceremony with only the rabbi and their families present.  They could tell

their wondrous story to that small group.  They would understand that the pregnancy was

supernatural.

The rest of Nazareth would not know.  They simply assumed that there had been

unfaithfulness and acted accordingly.  Tongues wagged.  Snide remarks were made.

Conversations ended when Mary entered a room.  It was a time of great tension and

embarrassment.

This may explain why Joseph allowed Mary to accompany him to Bethlehem when he

was summoned there to register.  King Herod demanded each male register at his ancestral

home.

Joseph actually had royal blood flowing through his veins.  He was heir to the throne of

King David.

He had to return to Bethlehem, a journey of approx. 80 miles, made longer because of the

animosity of the Jews and the Samaritans.  A Jew traveling from Galilee to Judea would cross

the Jordan to the east side, travel south till he was past Samaria and then cross the river again

to head south.

Joseph did not want to leave Mary in Nazareth to face the ridicule and taunts of her

neighbors.  So even though she was in the advanced stages of pregnancy they started south.

They traveled slowly so as not to cause harm to Mary.  Tradition says that Mary rode,

possibly side saddle, while Joseph walked, leading the donkey.

This was not the usual custom.  Usually the man rode the donkey while his wife walked.

It would have taken them at least a week.  Possibly they traveled with a caravan.  For long

trips like this one it was far safer.  There was the possibility of accident or injury as well as

attacks by bandits or wild animals.  It would have also been much more enjoyable to have
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the company of the caravan.

Mary would have been very uncomfortable.  As they approached Bethlehem she was in

fact feeling the first hints of labor.  It was imperative that they find a place of shelter for the

birth of the baby.

But alas!  After knocking on many doors there didn't seem to be any rooms available.

Joseph desperately approached one of the last doors, knocked, and abruptly the door was

opened and a voice called, "No room at the inn."

Desperately Joseph said, "My wife is having a baby.  We need shelter."

"Sorry, my rooms are full."

Then looking at the desperate young couple he softened and said, "There is a stable-cave

out back.  It's dirty and smelly, but it's dry.  If you want to use it you may."  Joseph was

appalled.  His wife!  The God of the universe to be born in a stable!

He was about to turn away when Mary said, "Joseph, we need shelter.  Let's try it."  Joseph

found some clean straw.  The innkeeper's wife brought clean cloths and hot water.  Here in a

squalid, dirty stable amid the cobwebs, the scurrying of little four-legged creatures and the

filth accumulated over 100s of years of sheep stabling, the son of God was born.

Out in the hills around Bethlehem shepherds were watching their sheep.  They were

probably dozing around the fire.  Suddenly a dazzling angel stood  before them.  They were

terrified.  The angel said, "Don't be afraid, for behold I bring you good news of a great joy

which shall be for all people.  For today in the City of David there has been born for you a

savior who is Christ the Lord.  And this shall be a sign for you.  You will find a baby wrapped

in cloths and lying in a manger.

Suddenly the heavenly host sang, "Glory to God in the highest.  And on earth peace

among men with whom He is pleased."

Then they were gone.

The shepherds said, "Let's go to Bethlehem to see this thing that has happened which the

Lord has made known to us."

Leaving the sheep with a few shepherds the rest hurried to Bethlehem where they found a

very tired Joseph and Mary and a newborn baby who was the son of God.  Then after

worshipping him they spread the glorious news to everyone they met.

Quickly, a few lessons for us from this ancient story…
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Mary

Mary's reply to the angel was magnificent.

"Behold the handmaiden (bondslave) of the Lord.  Let it be done to me according to thy

Word."

What a prayer for us to emulate.

I'm afraid too often we pray the wrong prayer.  Not "What wilt thou have me to do Lord",

but "This is what I want do; would you please bless it."

Mary was willing to obey even though it meant personal suffering, embarrassment and

ridicule.  Are we?

Lord help us to pray,

"Not my will but thine.

"Use me where, when and how you wish.

"I am yours."

Mary, along with every other first-century Palestinian bride, was waiting and watching

with eager longing for the coming of her bridegroom.

She was occupied and busy while she waited.

That should be our agenda.  We are waiting for our bridegroom.  We need to occupy and

be busy in His kingdom till He does come.

Joseph

Note his compassion / love for Mary.

What a model for us.  Our families should be the loveliest place on earth to us.

The people there should be surrounded with love, joy and goodness.

We need to work at being kind, gentle and courteous to our spouses and family members.

They are the most important people in our lives.  We should treat them with the same or

better behavior as the people we work with.

Love should be our goal.

Love suffers long.

Love does not boast.

Love does not seek its own.
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Love is not easily provoked.

Love does not think evil.

Love bears all, believes all, hopes all and endures all.

Love never fails.

Does that sound like our homes?  If not we need to allow God the Holy Spirit to make us

people of love.

Joseph was hardworking and responsible.  The early brethren were known as

hardworking, thrifty and compassionate members of society.  They looked out for one

another and were generous to those in need.

We show a good witness to those around us by having a good work ethic and by being

responsible people.

We show a good witness to those around us by being honest and easy to deal with.

We show a good witness for the Christ of Christmas if we are Christians about whom our

neighbors speak well of because of the lives they see us living.

Shepherds

Shepherds weren't highly thought of in first-century Palestine.

They often could not be at the services at the synagogue because of the care of the sheep.

Being outdoors made the practice of personal hygiene difficult.

They smelled like sheep.

People tended to mistrust shepherds as a class as dishonest and shifty.

It is easy for us today to make judgments about persons or groups.

We need to learn to judge people on their merits, not on the basis of our preformed

opinions.

We need to remember that we aren't the only people in the world who know Christ.  We

need to remember that those who don't look like us, who don't smell like us, who maybe

don't act like us are persons for whom Christ died.

How eager are we to share the gospel with people who are not like us?

How winsome and attractive are we to those who see and work with us?

The baby in the feed trough
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…was the king of the universe.  Just a few miles away the mighty Herod, the king of the

Jews, lived in regal splendor.  The baby was lying in a smelly stable / cave.  The king's palace

was one the grandest buildings in the ancient world.

Today that mighty palace lies in ruins.  The followers of that king have long since passed

away.  The baby king's followers literally circle the globe.

The baby king's father sent him to earth to provide a way of reconciliation and salvation

for us.

Mankind had sinned.  We all like sheep had gone astray.

Our sin had separated us from a holy God.  We could not cross that gap between us which

our sin had created.

Through the death of His only son God bridged that gap.  Christ's death opened the way

to fellowship with God and eternal salvation.

Today anyone who acknowledges his or her sin before a holy God and accepts Christ's

offer of salvation can have eternal life.

Are you here today not knowing if you would go to heaven if you died tonight?  Do you

want to know for sure you will go to heaven when you die?

The Christ of Christmas invites you to accept His offer of salvation as you stand or come

forward as we sing.


