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THE CHRISTMAS STORY – WHEN?

SCRIPTURE: Luke 2:1
“In those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be registered.”

	When was the first Christmas? “In those days”, Luke writes.  The Gospel writers, Luke, Matthew and John, give us no date, no month, no season of the year. Just “in those days.” 

We do know that by the early fourth century – think around 300 A.D. – Christians in Rome were celebrating Christmas on December 25. There are a number of theories around how they hit upon that date. 

An ancient Christian tradition had it that great prophets died on the same date as their conception, so given that it was calculated that Jesus died on March 25, nine months from that gives a birth date of December 25.

Another theory is that the early Christians appropriated Roman pagan festivals, such as the Saturnalia, which was celebrated in mid to late December, or the Feast of the Unconquered Sun, celebrated December 25. The theory being that it was a bad growth strategy to let the pagans be the only ones having fun.

A third theory is that December 25 falls just after the winter solstice, when the days begin to grow longer in the northern hemisphere. Celebrating Christ’s birth as light begins to overcome darkness resonates with John the Evangelist’s claim that “Christ is the light of the world.”

The point is, for me, that since we have no definitive proof of when the Christ child was born, we can certainly celebrate the nativity not only on Christmas Day itself, but on any other day as well, including today. And even if we find ourselves in a season of warmth and sunny skies, we can also sing a hymn which could only have been written in lands which feel the full effects of winter weather, such as “In the Bleak Midwinter.” 

*HYMN  #128 (Red) “In the Bleak Midwinter” v.1,2

THE CHRISTMAS STORY --- WHERE?

SCRIPTURE: Luke 2:3-7
 3 All went to their own towns to be registered. 4 Joseph also went from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to the city of David called Bethlehem, because he was descended from the house and family of David. 5 He went to be registered with Mary, to whom he was engaged and who was expecting a child. 6 While they were there, the time came for her to deliver her child. 7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son and wrapped him in bands of cloth and laid him in a manger, because there was no place in the guest room.

Jesus was born in Bethlehem, Luke and Matthew tell us, a matter of great significance in many ways.

Bethlehem was the expected birthplace of the Messiah going back centuries. The prophet Micah wrote “But you, O Bethlehem of Ephrathath . . . from you shall come forth for me one who is to rule Israel, whose origin is from of old.” (Micah 5:2) Israel’s hope for a Messiah is fulfilled in the birth in Bethlehem.

Bethlehem was also the birthplace of King David, Israel’s greatest king. The angel announcing the birth to the shepherds on the hillside emphasizes this point: “to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord.” Referring to Bethlehem as the “city of David” reminds readers that Jesus belongs to David’s royal line and fulfills God’s promise that David’s kingdom would endure forever.

And finally, one might say that God chose the smallest town to announce the greatest gift. The King of Kings comes not from a royal palace, but a humble village; not with armored troops but angelic choirs; not as one born to the purple, but as a vulnerable peasant child. Bethlehem reminds us God often enters the world not through the grand and powerful, but through ordinary places and ordinary people, through whom flows God’s extraordinary grace.

Let us sing a tribute not to mighty Jerusalem, but to that little town of Bethlehem.

HYMN #134 (Red) “O Little Town of Bethlehem” v. 1, 2

THE CHRISTMAS STORY – WHO?

SCRIPTURE: Luke 2:8-12
8 Now in that same region there were shepherds living in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9 Then an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were terrified. 10 But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for see, I am bringing you good news of great joy for all the people: 11 to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah, the Lord. 12 This will be a sign for you: you will find a child wrapped in bands of cloth and lying in a manger.” 13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host, praising God and saying,
14 “Glory to God in the highest heaven,
    and on earth peace among those whom he favors!” 

Who is this child born in Bethlehem? The angel identifies him as “Savior”, “Messiah”, and “Lord.”

Savior, as one who saves. Left unsaid is saved from what, and for what? Later in the Gospel we will come to understand salvation as entailing not only being saved from sin, but also from death itself.

Messiah, or, in the Greek “Christos”, or Christ, literally means “the anointed one.” Anointing was connected with kingship, and the Lord’s anointed was the one anointed by God to be king. Jews had long hoped for the arrival of the Messiah, one who would be a King over Israel in the model of King David, casting out the foreign occupiers and restoring Israel to prominence.  And yet it is not until laer in Luke’s gospel that we see that Jesus redefines messiah as one who must suffer and die for his people.

Finally, the babe is identified as “Lord.” This title was used of rulers and masters in the Greco-Roman world, and a term of respect for teachers and great men. Scholars suggest that the term “Lord” was first used of Jesus in reference to his status as the risen Lord, as we read in Luke 24:”The Lord has risen indeed, and he has appeared to Simon.” By the inclusion of the term in the infancy narrative, Luke is telling his readers that Jesus is the Lord who would rise from the dead.

Savior, Messiah, Lord – a weighty for this infant to bear, and for us to comprehend. Well might we sing, “What Child is This?”

HYMN #140 (Red) “What Child is This?” v. 1,3
             #120 (Red) “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” v. 1, 3

THE CHRISTMAS STORY – WHY? 

Why Christmas? For us, for me, for you. John the Evangelist puts it this way:  “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life. “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world but in order that the world might be saved through him.” (John 3:16-17)
Why Christmas? For us, for me, for you. American hymn writer Jaroslave Vajda puts it this way:

Where shepherds lately knelt,
And kept the angel’s word,
I come in half-belief,
A pilgrim strangely stirred;
But there is room
And welcome there
For me.

In that unlikely place
I find him as they said:
Sweet newborn Babe, how frail!
And in a manger bed:
A still small Voice
To cry one day
For me.

How should I not have known
Isaiah would be there
His prophecies fulfilled? 
With pounding heart, I stare:
A Child, a Son,
The Prince of Peace – for me.

Can I, will I forget
How Love was born and burned
Its way into my heart – unasked, unforced, unearned,
To die, to live,
And not alone
For me?

* HYMN #152 (Green) “On Christmas Night All Christians Sing”
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