Not alone in this world

Reflections on the Christmas story from Luke 2:1-11
When we read the verses of the well-known Christmas story in Luke chapter 2 we realize that Jesus comes right into all the disturbances which happen to his people: The emperor wants more taxes, therefore he needs to register the population and everybody travels to his home town. When Mary and Joseph arrive there, they certainly have no Christmas feelings. What they encounter there looks more like a modern refugee camp than like the nostalgic Nativity scenes we sometimes put up at home. Just arrived, the child is about to be born. Quick – a room, but everything is absolutely full, so they go to this stable. Then Mary gives birth for the first time. Probably there was nobody else around except the unexperienced Joseph. Where to put the child so that nobody steps on him? There’s a kind of an alcove  in the wall of the cave, which usually contains food for the animals. They put the child there after they wrapped him in a piece of cloth. Mary and Joseph are completely exhausted. It is difficult for them. This child, born in such humbling circumstances, is supposed to be the “Son of the Most High”, to reign on David’s throne, and rule Israel for all eternity (Luke 1:32)? Nothing is visible now of God’s glory, which Joseph and Mary might have expected at this moment.

Then God has mercy on them and gives them a sign. It comes in the form of a few men who enter the stable. Shepherds – they don’t look romantic, with pretty little sheep sitting around a bonfire. Shepherds were not respected. They were only a little bit above the despised tax collectors. Because they worked in regions which lacked water, they could often not conduct the ritual washings that were so important for the Pharisees. So they were scorned. They also have no Christmas feelings tonight. They need to take care of the sheep. If Jesus was born in winter times, though there might have been no snow, for sure it was wet and cold in the Judean mountains. It is their tough everyday life.

Suddenly a bright light. They scream. An angel appears. They are frightened. Why? Well, the light appears so suddenly. And they find themselves in the presence of God’s glory. An experience always connected with fear. Because God is holy and can not tolerate sin in His presence. What will happen now? Others have experienced similar things. Isaiah, who sees God’s glory in the temple and realizes: I am undone, my lips are unclean. Or Peter, who says to Christ: Go away from me, I am a sinful man, I didn’t trust you, I can’t be in your company. What would we experience in the presence of God’s glory?  If suddenly, in all the activities of Christmas, He stood before us and shone His light on us?

But they hear: Fear not. You don’t need to be afraid of God, because He wants to show you mercy. Yes, you, poor despised shepherds who will not be allowed into the Temple. You will be able to be near to God in a way nobody has been before – you will be able to meet His Son, the Messiah.

This is the beautiful thing about Christmas. God makes it clear to us: I am interested in you. Even if you have disqualified yourself from being in my presence, I am interested in you. I am interested in you poor shepherds who work hard in coldness and rain, underpaid and despised. I am interested in your need. I have chosen exactly you to be the ones who see what I do. Then the angel gives his message: “Look here: you and all people have every reason to rejoice. A savior has been born to you.”

A savior. What should the shepherds understand by this? And what do we understand? From what do we need to be saved? If you tell a person on the streets of your town these days: Look here, you have every reason to rejoice, because a savior has been born to you”, how would this person react? Maybe with a sad smile. Nobody is going to save me from losing my job. Nobody will prevent my marriage from breaking up.

But: God knows all about the whole mess you are in. Jesus himself took part in the mess and misery of his people. He experienced it all. He didn’t wait in a king’s palace until it was time to go to the cross. He was personally affected, when Herod wanted to kill all the young kids in Bethlehem. Jesus knows our practical, material needs by His own experience. And when He came to earth he wanted to root out the source of humankind’s misery. The Bible tells us that our misery comes from the lack of a good relationship with God. God wanted to repair this broken relationship. He wanted a relationship characterized by trust, not by our indifference, rejection or fright. These attitudes are caused by sin, and sin is also the reason for so many things which hurt God as well as our neighbors.

Sinners need a savior. Christmas was the beginning of a dramatic rescue operation. Are we conscious of this when we celebrate Christmas? The apostle Paul wrote: “Jesus Christ has come into the world to save sinners, among which I am the first.” (1Tim 1:15). He understood this. When we read this, we might say: “Now wait a minute. You are certainly not the first of all sinners.” But Paul has experienced the light of God shining into his life. Therefore he knows how evil sin is, and how big God’s mercy is. Paul was a respectable person before he met Christ. But he needed a savior. Jesus is this Savior. If you realize that you need forgiveness for your sins, he is the person to go to.

The angel then continues: “This savior is the Messiah, the Lord in the city of David.” Jesus is supposed to be king. He is the Messiah, the Anointed One, the designated King. During his life on earth he did not become king in Jerusalem. But one day he will, when he returns. He will erect His kingdom, in which justice and peace will govern. Then the problems of our world will find a lasting solution. And wherever His word is obeyed, there is a limited amount of peace and justice already today. Anyone who trusts in Jesus has therefore a different perspective of his everyday needs, because he has a future and a purpose. And he has a friend who will share his need and help him carry his burden.

Jesus is yet to be King in this world, but He has the right already now to be King in your life. He suffered for you, invested Himself into you unto death. He is worthy to be King in your life. What room does the child in the manger have in your life?

There are some very practical matters which show to what extend Jesus is King in your life:

1) Fellowship with Jesus means something to me. It means something to me to speak to Him, read His word, come to rest in fellowship with Him. That’s what a relationship is about!

2) The needs of the people around me mean something to me. First the very practical, material needs. When my neighbors lose their jobs, this affects me. When I see the drunkards in our town, this affects me. Does it – or am I content if life is convenient for me? Secondly, the spiritual need. People don’t know Christ, don’t know forgiveness of sins, are on the way towards an eternity without God. Christmas is the beginning of a dramatic rescue action – let’s not forget this.

3) I have a “yes” towards the church of Jesus, and this also means: to the church into which I am placed. Of course, such a “yes” is not always easy, because other Christians don’t always behave in a way which is comfortable for me. They have their flaws and rude sides, just like I have. Let’s therefore not demand Christian maturity from each other, but let’s accept another just as Christ has accepted us, and let’s take care of ourselves that we ourselves might spiritually mature. Let’s become much more merciful with another. Merciful as Jesus was, who was not unwilling to have human company for the thirtysomething years he spent here on earth.

May the coming Christmas be an occasion for us to remember and consider those truths.


