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I was ordained in 1981 – nearly 40 years ago.... something like 38 Christmases in that period of time.  I have lost count of the number of Advent/Christmas theme sermons I must have preached in that time!  The challenge is the same every year: What can I preach this year that I haven't preached before?  What new insight can I try and give to people so they don't switch of in the first couple of minutes? What can you say that is new and fresh to people who think they know the Christmas story so well?  You try being a preacher!
,
And here I am preaching from probably the best known passage in all the gospels – the birth of Jesus Christ.  A passage you all know so well!  Are you still awake?!  But perhaps rather surprisingly I found myself being drawn again to this Scripture as I was reading around the theme of Christmas.  I was struck by so much of what was going on in the 'background' as it were, and how God was so much in control to bring this birth about, at just the right time, in the right place and fulfilling prophecy.    Do you remember 'The A Team' back in the '80's?  Our kids loved it!  I can even now remember that famous phrase uttered every episode by “Hannibal” Smith, “I love it when a plan comes together!”  Without meaning to trivialise Scripture, I can almost imagine Luke saying exactly that as he penned this account of the birth of Christ;  “I love it when God's plan comes together!”
I love the way he approaches it too.  He starts off by looking at the big picture, and how God is in control of the leaders of world.  Then he narrows it down a little and we see God's dealings with his people, Israel, and then, finally, he narrows it right down to his dealings with two people, Mary and Joseph.  All this to show us how God's plan comes together. 
Let's start then, by looking at the big picture Luke paints for us.  
“In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world.  (This was the first census that took place when Quirinius was governor of Syria.) And everyone went to his own town to register” (verses 1-3).  
Let's consider this Caesar Augustus for a moment.  He was the leader of the all powerful, all conquering Roman Empire.  He actually ruled the Roman Empire for forty-five years.  He was a very capable, he was very able and he was a truly formidable ruler. He was an extremely gifted leader too. People thought very highly of him.  He was held in awe by those around him.  In fact, he was such a remarkable man that he was called,"the saviour of the world." That's how highly he was revered!  We know that for a fact – it was actually inscribed in stone.  He was revered so highly, he was worshipped as a god – he was worshipped because he was believed to be the saviour of the world.  How ironic is that?!  Caesar Augustus,  this false saviour of the world knew absolutely nothing about the birth of the true Saviour of the world, and he had no idea that he was playing his part in fulfilling God's plan and purpose.
It's quite incredible how God orchestrates everything and everybody to bring about those plans and purposes.  It doesn't matter whether the person is willing or unwilling.  It makes no difference if he is knowing or unknowing. Caesar Augustus was certainly unknowing – he knew nothing of the coming birth of Messiah.... he knew nothing about the Old Testament... he knew nothing about the prophecies foretelling where Messiah was to be born.  He was a pagan.... he was a godless ruler concerned only with the business of ruling an Empire. And yet, this man, even this godless, pagan man, played an important role in bringing about the fulfilment of prophecy concerning the birth of the Messiah, Jesus Christ – all because he “issued a decree”.
He decided on this census basically for the purposes of taxation.  There appears to have been some kind of deadline – a bit like self assessment in the UK - 31st January every year, from memory.  Get the details in online on time.  If you miss the deadline – face a fine!  Whatever it was, Mary and Joseph couldn't put it off any longer.  Perhaps they hoped she would have the baby before the deadline, but no, they now had to make a ninety mile journey over rough and bumpy terrain on the back of a donkey – all being done at nine months pregnant!  Think about that, ladies!  All to make sure the child was to be born in Bethlehem, because that was all part of God's plan.

Caesar was oblivious to all this.  He knew nothing of the plan and purposes of God and yet, because this pagan, godless ruler, with his 'own' agenda, “issued a decree” the saviour of the world was born in Bethlehem, not Nazareth – prophecy was fulfilled – exactly.  If he had issued that decree earlier or later the Messiah wouldn't have been born in Bethlehem and then it would appear that God was not in control... that he couldn't control circumstances.  But that was not the case.  That can never be the case because God is in control... what he prophecies... what he promises, always comes to pass. As somebody once put it, “God literally writes history as His story.”
Let's now consider how Luke narrows it down to consider God dealings with his people, Israel.  If Caesar Augustus was an unknowing accomplice, without any knowledge of the scriptures, that cannot be said of the people of God.  God gave the Scriptures to the Jews.... they knew the scriptures.  They didn't necessarily obey or live out the scriptures but they knew that Scripture was the place to go to find out were the messiah was to be born.  You will remember in Matthew's account, we read of Herod being 'disturbed' when he learns of the Magi's question about the one 'who has been born king of the Jews' (Matt. 2:2).  Herod, seeing this as a threat to his throne, 'called together all the people's chief priests a teachers of the law, he asked where the Christ was to be born (v.4).  What did they do?  How did they get the answer? From the scriptures.  “In Bethlehem in Judea”, they replied, “for this what the prophet has written: “' But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least among the rulers of Judah; for out of you will come a ruler who will be the shepherd of my people Israel'”.  They were quoting Micah 5:2.  Scripture was very specific as to where the Messiah was to be born – in Bethlehem; little insignificant Bethlehem was to be the birthplace of the most significant ruler ever.  700 years before the birth of Christ, Micah tells us exactly where the Messiah is to be born.  Some sceptics might say, 'how do you know he's referring to the Messiah.  Couldn't he be pointing to some important, powerful kingly ruler?'  The verse continues, 'whose goings forth are from of old, from everlasting' (NKJV) – 'whose origins are from of old, from ancient times' (NIV).  What is that saying?  It's saying that this ruler is an eternal being – this ruler to be born in Bethlehem is a ruler who has been alive for ever, before the foundation of the earth. 
So if the prophet says the Messiah is going to be born in Bethlehem and if he is a true prophet, that must come to pass.  And it does.  God uses Caesar Augustus, he uses Herod, he controls all the political machinations to bring about his perfect plan to get them to exactly where they needed to be because the Messiah was a son of David and was to be born in the city of David.  That is what was prophesied and God made it happen.  

Then Luke narrows it down even further, to just two people – Joseph and Mary.  “While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son.   She wrapped him in cloths and place him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn” (vs. 6-7).  All very matter of fact. Luke doesn't dramatise it in any way. Just the birth  of a baby – a baby in one sense, like any other baby.  A new born baby treated like any other new born baby.  Physically he looked like any other child.  Physically he was treated like any other child.  There were no royal robes, there was no fancy clothing.  He didn't come out with a little halo over His head as he is portrayed in some paintings!  He was born in exactly the same way as everybody else is born.  A normal baby, a normal birth, loved and cherished by his mother – wrapped in cloths... held and no doubt cuddled and kissed by his adoring mother.

But there the 'normalness' of it all ends.  Because this was no ordinary baby.  And this is the bit we find so hard to get our heads around – the Incarnation. The Son of God, Almighty God, somehow confined to a tiny baby of around ten pounds in weight and two feet long.  The almighty, the all powerful, the all knowing creator and sustainer  of the universe – God in human form!   Joseph and Mary chosen by God to bring into the world the Saviour of the World.

This baby, this Saviour of the world is, we read, “placed in a manger'.  We probably have a rather romantic view of this 'manger'.  We sing that well known carol, don't we,  'Away in a manger' and we think 'how lovely'.... we have no doubt been to numerous Nativity Plays watching our children acting it all out and we think, 'how cute!'  The Greek word is 'phaten' which means a feeding trough.  Not quite so romantic, is it?  Jesus, the Son of God, enters our world in the most unlikely, uncomfortable, difficult conditions.  This was no pristine hospital ward.  This place was dirty... it was smelly... it was filthy.. . it was unhygienic.  The conditions were awful to say the least.  Those glorious words of Philippi ans 2 come powerfully to mind: (Jesus) “Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself....” (6-8).
This really is 'Amazing Grace'.... this is undoubtedly 'Outrageous Grace' – both of which we sing here regularly!  This is the wonder of God's grace...he came into this world and into the filthiest of conditions, yet God came down – all the way down, not dwelling on what he was missing out on.... not wanting to hold onto equality with God, but willing to forgo all that – “he humbled himself”.  

“He humbled himself” and it goes on to say, “and became obedient to death – even death on a cross” (8).”  He was willing to come down... he was willing to leave the glories of heaven, for a dirty, smelly feeding trough.  He came into the world where there was the stench of animals... where there was the smell of dirty straw used by the animals.... the smell of manure and urine.  And Jesus was willing to endure that degrading, inglorious entrance into the world to then suffer a humiliating, inglorious death on a cross, to take the punishment your sin and mine deserved.

All this is a metaphor, a picture if you like, of the condescension of God.  He came all the way down to that filthy feeding trough in a dirty stable – a picture of how he came all the way down to the filth and stench of our sinful world to save people like you and me dirty, scarred and marred by the filth of sin.  Not a pretty picture is it?  But that is the reality that al this points too.

So Luke covers the big picture – the leaders of the world.  How God controls and uses their decisions to bring about his plans and purposes.  He covers the national picture – Israel, and the fulfilment of a Hebrew prophet foretelling that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.  Then he focusses on just two people and the circumstances of the birth, which underlines Jesus' humility and lowliness.

In other words, God controls the most powerful kings and leaders of the world.... God fulfils every detail of every prophecy of Scripture.... He enters the world, coming all the way down for lowly sinners.

The sovereign God, the God of Scripture and the God of the undeserving sinner, coming all the way down to offer salvation for all.  When he came, they had no room for him; sadly, the majority still don't have room for him. My prayer is that the wonder of this Christmas story will inspire us – those who have room for him, to worship and adore him and to give us the desire to honour and serve him in all that we do.  

And this was a picture and metaphor of the condescension of God.  He came all the way down, all the way down, all the way down to the smell of a stable, all the way down to a smell...the smell of a sinner like you and like me.  They had no room for Him then, they still don't have any room for Him. 
The writer John says He was in the world, the world was made by Him, the world knew Him not.  He came unto His own, His own received Him not.  He came for sinners.  He came all the way down to bear in His own body the wretched, wicked sin that belongs to us.  The smelly stable was simply a metaphor for sin and its wretchedness.  What a picture.

So we come from the world's setting to the national setting and the fulfilment of a Hebrew prophet's statement that He would be born in Bethlehem, all the way down to the circumstances of His birth which speak of His lowliness.  He controls, does God, the great kings of the world.  He fulfils the prophecies of Scripture and He comes all the way to the lowly sinner.  Sovereign God, God of Scripture, God of the humble sinner, coming all the way down.
