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	Date 23rd December 2010

Sermon series: Christmas 2010

Don't Miss the Sign!

	Bible Reference: Luke 2:12

	

	

	




	























A disclaimer from Pastor Jon

I am often inspired, provoked and corrected by such luminaries as John Piper, Mark Driscoll, Wayne Grudem, John McArthur, Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Charles Spurgeon and many others. If you know their writing and preaching well, you will no doubt sometimes find their thoughts, illustrations and quotations scattered throughout my sermons. I make no claim to original thinking; indeed I am very wary of anything that seems new or unique – it seems unlikely that the Spirit of God should reveal something to me that he has chosen not to reveal to the great preachers and teachers of the past! I try to footnote direct references to other peoples’ material, but sometimes they are just there in my head, perhaps from something I have read months or years ago, and I don’t really know where it’s come from! 

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.

Imagine you were one of those shepherds. You’re a farm labourer. You’re doing a job that frankly, not many people want to do. Watching sheep all night does not bring a lot of job satisfaction. It’s not even as if anything is going to happen. No wild animal is going to come near if you’re around. So you’re guaranteed no action whatsoever. A security guard on nights. Underpaid, overworked, and underappreciated.

So you’re sitting on the hillside one night; perhaps counting your sheep, trying not to fall asleep – it’s tricky! When suddenly, there’s this bright light and an angel is standing there. 

I don’t know what an angel looks like but every time someone in the Bible sees one, they’re generally pretty terrified, so I can only imagine they’re pretty scary-looking!  And angels in the Bible actually do quite a lot of killing of bad guys. One time, God’s people are surrounded by the enemy and they pray pretty hard and the Bible says: “God sent an angel who annihilated all the fighting men and the leaders and the officers in the [enemy] camp” [2Chron 32:21]. One angel, single-handed! And so when the shepherds suddenly see this angel, they’re terrified[endnoteRef:1]. [Gk: became greatly fearfully frightened]  [1:  See also Luke 1:12, Acts 10:4 ] 


So the angel’s first words must have been quite comforting: “Do not be afraid”. OK, so he’s not going to kill us then![endnoteRef:2] He carries on, “A Saviour has been born to you; he is Christ the Lord” [2:  I used those last two paragraphs last year too, on Christmas Day. Some things are worth saying twice!] 


The Saviour has been born! The Messiah – the one who is going to rescue us is here! He’s been born at last! Our people have been looking forward to this day for centuries! But hang on, what did the angel say, “a saviour has been born to you” To us! Shepherds! Night-watchmen for a bunch of sheep? 

It’s a bit like William and Kate having a baby and a royal official turning up at the warehouse at Asda and saying, “Hey, William and Kate are having a baby – for you! They wanted you to know personally! Their baby is for you!”

If he’s the son of God, what’s he doing coming for us – ordinary shepherds. Why don’t these angels go off and tell the important people? Why are they telling us? I suppose we’d better head off to the palace and pay our respects if God wants us to be there for some reason.

But the next thing the angel says is even stranger!

Luke 2:12 This will be a sign to you: You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger."
Think about this[endnoteRef:3]: If an angel appeared to me – glorious light shining round - in the middle of the night, I’d think that was a sign. But the angel is saying, I’m not the sign. This is the sign: Look for a baby, wrapped up in rags, and lying in a feeding trough[endnoteRef:4]. [3:  I must acknowledge my indebtedness to Frank Turk here. His Pyronamiacs blog post on “the sign” is fab. Take a look here, and learn: http://teampyro.blogspot.com/2010/12/in-that-sign.html ]  [4:  In actual fact of course, this isn’t a very helpful sign in determining which is the correct child – probably most children in Bethlehem were living in similar surroundings. The sign is a spiritual one – the identifying mark of the Messiah is his identification with the poor, weak and helpless.] 


That’s amazing isn’t it? That God should come into our world as a tiny baby, born outside of marriage, to a builder called Joseph and a teenage mum called Mary. He’s sleeping in the living room of some peasant family[endnoteRef:5], quite possibly sharing with a few animals. And God announces the arrival of his Son to some night-shift security guards. That’s the sign! [5:  See Kenneth Bailey again. There’s a whole sermon in there somewhere!] 


Signs point somewhere don’t they? That’s the purpose of a signpost – they point you to something else. If you want to get to the station, you follow the signpost for the station. You don’t just find a signpost for the station and sit there gawping at it.

There’s a signpost here too: it’s a baby wrapped in rags, lying in a (probably stone[endnoteRef:6]) animal feeder – where’s that pointing to? What are we meant to make of that sign? [6:  See Kenneth Bailey’s amazing book, Jesus Through Middle-Eastern Eyes, chapter 1.] 


The big message is this: God is with us. That word, Immanuel. That’s what it means: God is with us. When William and Kate have their first, none of us are going to get an invite to take a look at the newborn. VIPs are usually hidden behind lines of security aren’t they. Not Jesus. Why? Because he’s Immanuel – God with us. 

God has come into our world – He’s not a distant, unknowable, unreachable deity. He’s come into our world as a human being. God now shares in our humanity. And because he came to the ordinary people, we can say with complete assurance that he’s for ordinary people now. Whoever you are, whatever your background, however much of a mess you’ve made of your life, whether you’re Stella English and just won the Apprentice, or whether you spend your days alone drinking Stella, Jesus came for you. He came for all of us.

You know why a baby was wrapped in cloth rags don’t you? Not just to keep warm. This was before the days of Pampers! You see how far God has come down? Not just giving up all the privileges of heaven, but going about as low as you could go. Becoming a tiny, incontinent person. And yet this is God. Scandalous isn’t it?!

The cloths are a signpost to something else too. He was wrapped in cloths again one time, much later on. Burial cloths[endnoteRef:7]. And he was placed in a rock tomb instead of a stone feeding trough. [7:  It’s not the same Greek word for “cloths” here, and “linen cloth” later in Luke, but it serves as a useful pointer perhaps.] 


You see, the cloths are a  signpost pointing to Jesus death. Why? None of us are naturally right before God. All of us have done and said and thought things that are wrong. And those sins have separated us from God. There’s a big gap between each of us and God that we can’t cross on our own. 

Our relationship with God needs to be sorted out – it needs to be fixed – that gap needs to be crossed somehow. And Jesus’ death and resurrection is the way.

Jesus came into the world as a tiny, helpless baby, not simply to show us how to live, but to die for us too. This baby was born to die, for our sins.

God came to us to die for us.

Don’t miss the sign this Christmas-time. Not the angels in dazzling light appearing out of no-where and scaring the shepherds. No, that wasn’t the sign. The sign was that God has come to us as a defenceless, human child, wrapped in cloth rags, and lying in an animal feeder. A child, born to die. That’s the sign. 

And amongst the flashing lights and the tinsel and the turkey, we need to remember that this is GOD! Not just a cute little baby in a cute little manger, with cute little animals and cute little angels. This is GOD and we are not worthy.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  A succinct and challenging comment to Frank Turk’s post from http://www.blogger.com/profile/17362112767758612001 ] 


I pray that we’d all see the signpost this Christmastime.
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