Here are five Christmas sermons … 

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

“All Aboard for Bethlehem !!”

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 

INTRODUCTION ….
  For centuries Bethlehem has been a favourite tourist  destination  at Christmas-time. Unless, of course, there is a war raging there !  But at that first Christmas we read of various groups of people who hastened off to this birthplace of Jesus … for different reasons  !!

………………………………………………..

(1) THE SHEPHERDS  …  

 They heard the angelic choir  saying …( it doesn’t say “singing !” )

  Luke 2: 14    "Glory to God in the highest heaven, and peace on earth to all whom God favors. "
    15When the angels had returned to heaven, the shepherds said to each other, "Come on, let's go to Bethlehem! Let's see this wonderful thing that has happened, which the Lord has told us about."
16They ran to the village and found Mary and Joseph. And there was the baby, lying in the manger. 17Then the shepherds told everyone what had happened and what the angel had said to them about this child.

 (a) Unreliable witnesses ???  For shepherds, so unsavoury was their reputation, were not even permitted to give testimony in a Jewish court of law ! Yet Luke assures us they were the first to tell the Good News that the Messiah had come ! Unless this is true , Luke would hardly have invented these folk to be reliable witnesses.  He would have said, if the   story was  fictitious, that the Babe was seen by Kings and Priests and Temple authorities.  But shepherds !! 

(b) Unhesitating Witnesses !  “THEN  they told everyone …”( vs. 17)  And a non-witnessing Christian is a contradiction in terms. If you, like the shepherds, have met the Lord Jesus … it is your responsibility and privilege to tell others, ‘The Saviour has come !!’

……………………………………………………

(2) THE WISE MEN  …

Matthew 2:  9After this interview the wise men went their way. Once again the star appeared to them, guiding them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child was. 10When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! 11They entered the house where the child and his mother, Mary, were, and they fell down before him and worshiped him.  

(a) The Star they followed.  Various theories have been advanced as to what this ‘star’ was, and when it occurred.  Jehovah’s Witnesses even teach ( or taught ?) that it was guided by Satan ! ( The Harp of God …   by Past President of the Jehovah’s Witnesses,  Judge Rutherford . p. 91)

Suffice to say it was a miraculous guiding light of some kind sent by God. 

(b) The Saviour they Worshipped. Note the “Him” in verse 11. It does not say “ them”!

These Wise Men were good Protestants !!

……………………………………………………………….

(3) THE SOLDIERS  …

Herod  had told the Wise Men to report back and tell him exactly where the child was to be found.  But, warned of God, they did not do so.  

Matthew 2:16Herod was furious when he learned that the wise men had outwitted him. He sent soldiers to kill all the boys in and around Bethlehem who were two years old and under, because the wise men had told him the star first appeared to them about two years earlier.

(a) Opposition then  ….  Bethlehem only had a population of two to three hundred in those days. The number of male infants slain would not have been many. But this in no way excuses the heinousness of Herod’s action. Warned in a dream of this coming slaughter, Joseph had already taken Mary and the “little Lord Jesus” to Egypt. (Matthew 2:13-14)

(b) Opposition now !!  … 

 In some parts of the world Christians still face savage persecution.

  In other places, like Australia, the Devil uses more subtle means.  Local Councils are beginning to ban Christmas scenes that will offend Jews or Moslems in our community.  The Birth of the Saviour is celebrated  ( or desecrated !) by wild drunken parties. Father Christmas dethrones the Lord Jesus in the media. Ministers are quoted in newspapers who deny the Virgin Birth and only stress social issues. 

……………………………………………….

 CONCLUSION …. 

 When the time came for the Lord Jesus to be born , we are told that “ There was no room for him in the inn.” ( Luke 2:7)

And thus it is today in most of our society. 

Some find room for Him on Christmas Day and even attend a church service … 

 but forget Him during the year .

Some find room  for Him on Sunday for an hour … and forget Him the rest of the week.

And some have accepted Him as Saviour and Lord , confessed Him in the waters of baptism and joined His church. And they seek to live for Him day by day. 

   I’m glad, over 50 years ago, I made that decision. 

Have you ?

……………………………………………………………………………

Christmas Books

…………………………………………………………………………… 

INTRODUCTION … 

  Let’s  take a look at four types of books connected with the Christmas season .

………………………………….

(1) THE  SECULAR BOOKS  

 Probably the most famous is “A Christmas Carol” by Charles Dickens.  It introduced us to the world of Ebeneezer Scrooge with his attitude of  “ Merry Christmas ?? Bah ! Humbug!!” 

And , in 1822, Professor Clement Moore penned the most popular Christmas poem   ….

‘Twas the night before Christmas … and all through the house

not a creature was stirring , not even a mouse …

………………………………………………….

 (2) THE  SACRED BOOKS  

  Hebrews 10:4-7 ( The Message Trans. ) reads …

  4The plain fact is that bull and goat blood can't get rid of sin. 5That is what is meant by this prophecy, put in the mouth of Christ:


You don't want sacrifices and offerings year after year;
you've prepared a body for me for a sacrifice.
6It's not fragrance and smoke from the altar
that whet your appetite.
7So I said, "I'm here to do it your way, O God,
the way it's described in your Book."

The writer of Hebrews is quoting “ The Book” of Psalms ( 40: 7-9) and telling us that it was something the Lord Jesus said.( vs. 4)  Animal sacrifices could never deal with the problem of man’s sin (vs.5)  , so the Lord Jesus partook of  a human “ body” that He might offer Himself as a sacrifice for the sins of the world. 

That’s why He came to Bethlehem … that He might become our Saviour. And it was all foretold in the Old Testament. 

…………………………………………………………….

(3) THE CENSUS BOOK    

Luke 2 :1In those days Caesar Augustus issued a decree that a census should be taken of the entire Roman world. 2(This was the first census that took place while Quirinius was governor of Syria.) 3And everyone went to his own town to register. 
4So Joseph also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David.   ( NIV Trans.) 

The prophet Micah , 700 years previous , had foretold the Messiah would come forth from Bethlehem. ( Micah 5:2)   

 Mary and Joseph, however, lived about 60 miles away in   northern Galilee. But   God moved the heart of the Roman Emperor to call for a census. And this necessitated the journey of Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem… and thus it was  the Old Testament prediction was fulfilled. 

An ancient manuscript in the British  Museum “has shown the accuracy of the New Testament”  in relation to this matter of census taking. ( Prof. W Barclay  on Luke 2.)
It may well have been that the name ‘Jesus-bar-Joseph’  was even recorded in Caesar’s census book. 

…………………………………………………………..

(4) THE SAVIOUR’S BOOK 

Luke 10: 20 “..   rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” 
So spake the Lord Jesus to a group of His disciples. 

Likewise  we read of the Day when the “ books are opened” and among them is “ the Book of Life.” ( Revelation 20:12-15) 

The language may be poetic ( or prophetic )  but the meaning is clear.  It is those who have come to Jesus as Saviour and Lord who will be ready to enter in to the Glories of Heaven. 

An old gospel song expressed it well ..

There’s a new name written down in Glory ,

and it’s mine,  Oh yes ! it’s mine !….

And the white-robed angels tell the story –

A sinner has come home !…..

With my sins forgiven .. I am bound for Heaven

Never more to roam !!
And that is why He came that first Christmas morning …

 …………………………………………………………….

CONCLUSION   

The Name of Jesus may have been in Caesar’s book 

 … but was the name of Caesar Augustus  in Jesus’ book ???

And … what about your name ? 

:::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::
I  SAW  THREE  SHIPS ….

::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::

There is an old English Christmas carol dating back some 500 years, but not to be found in any of the dozen different hymnbooks on my shelves, and only in one of the half a dozen carol books!



I saw three ships come sailing in



on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day…

Verse 3 tells us:

Oh, they sailed into Bethlehem

on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day …

One can only surmise that our unknown author had no idea of the geography of the Holy Land.  No ships go ‘sailing into Bethlehem’, which is some 50 km inland from the Mediterranean Sea.

But let’s be charitable.  It could be that the writer was thinking of the camel train of the Wise Men.  After all, these lanky, inelegant-looking creatures are called “ships of the desert”.

In any case, the carol is suggestive of three “ships” which did anchor at Bethlehem on that first Christmas morn.

 (1)  The Passenger Vessel

The first is a trusty vessel that has weathered many a storm, and the name upon her bow is “FELLOWSHIP”.

Matthew records the visit of the Magi for us.  Tradition even gives us their names:   Melchior, King of Nubis;  Belthazzar, King of Chaldea;  and Jasper, King of Tarshish.

But kings they were not, nor does the inspired writer tell us there were three.

What Matthew does say is that there were more than one (2:1), and the word used for ‘wise men’ indicates they were astronomers, and astrologers, too, for that matter.  In ancient Persia the two roles were intertwined.But here they were, important men in the Royal Court, no doubt accustomed to the luxury that accompanied such a position, suddenly making a 1500 km trip to an insignificant little nation called Palestine.

How they must have cheered one another along the way.  And when one had second thoughts concerning the distance and dangers ahead, his companions must have encouraged him to keep going. When that hot desert sun blazed down unmercifully and the temptation once again arose to turn back, it was surely the encouragement of companions that reversed the decision.

“Two are better than one,” wrote wise old Solomon, “for if they fall, the one will lift up his fellow;  but woe to him that is alone when he falleth, for he hath not another to help him up” (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10).

And it is just as true at this Christmas season.  The fellowship we choose will encourage us upon the Highway of Holiness, or drag us from it.  The office party, the break-up, the get-together with friends and relatives – many a young person will be pressured into their first drink. The companions with whom we mix this festive season will determine, to some extent, whether we are celebrating the birth of the Christ Child or not giving Him a thought in the vain revelry that takes place.

An ancient nursery rhyme tells of the three men who went a-sailing in a tub.  And one writer points out there are three things needful to make a tub seaworthy!  It must have a good wooden base, stout wooden sides, and thirdly, strong bands around it to keep it together.

So it is for Christian fellowship – a sound foundation upon which we all rest, “which is Christ Jesus”;  boards that are “fitly framed together” (Ephesians 2:21);  bound together with the bands of Divine love.

The good ship, ‘Fellowship’, flying the Gospel banner, is a good safe place in which to abide.

………………………………………………………..

(2)  The Windjammer

Now here’s a stately vessel, with white sails and spotless rigging, as she glides smoothly through the storms of life.  On her sides in blazing letters is her name:   “WORSHIP”.  

Notice what Matthew records when this ‘ship’ came sailing into Bethlehem:  “And when they were come into the house, they saw the young Child with Mary, His mother, and fell down and worshipped Him” (2:11).  Well, obviously these wise men were not Jehovah’s Witnesses!  They deny the deity of our Lord Jesus and relegate Him to ‘a god’  - a created being.  But to worship anyone less than God Himself is blasphemy.  Yet that is what these wise men did.  And wise men still worship Him today.

Nor did these Magi worship Mary.  After all, Mary was there with her infant Son.  But Matthew is precise.  “They worshipped Him” not “them”. Mariolatry has long been one of the serious heresies of Romanism.  Whilst they may distinguish officially between the worship given to God and the kind of lesser veneration given to Mary, in practice it does not always work out. Missionaries from South America or Spain or the Philippines will tell of the intense adoration on the Virgin that takes place, almost to the exclusion of Christ, and that with the church’s blessing.

Nor do we read that the wise men “saw the young Child with Mary His mother … and they danced around and enjoyed themselves.” The focus was upon Him.  There was a reverent awe-inspiring humility as these travellers from afar knelt to worship and adore the new-born King.

Of course the Bible assures us that God is pleased with the praises of His people.  And if one cannot help shouting “Hallelujah”, so be it.  But there is also a time to bow in wonder … and silence … at the mystery so great.  Some churches know nothing of this.

J. Sidlow Baxter writes in his book, Rethinking our Priorities, (p. 157), “Ironically enough, when my wife and I long for the uplift of a really reverent service we often have to slip away from the evangelicals and go to some more formal type of church.  There may be little for us in the talk from the pulpit, but the worshipful atmosphere, the more orderly conduct, and the richer hymns – all these are healing balm to the mind, and wings to one’s devotion.”

The motive of true worship is because He is worthy to receive such, not because we are going to get a kick out of it. The wise men worshipped Him.

…………………………………………….

(3)  The Merchant Steamer

Another ship comes into sight, bearing treasures from the distant east:  gold and frankincense and myrrh.  A  precious cargo indeed (Matthew 2:11). The name by which she is known is “STEWARDSHIP”.

At Jesus’ feet the wise men laid their treasures.  There is no reference to their exchanging gifts with one another (although I am not against the idea of gift-giving at Christmas time;  it is often the opportunity to give a Christian book or tract with the gift). But He is the One to whom the gifts were offered that first Christmas morn.

What, then, is our response?

It was Christina Rosetti who expressed the answer so simply in her delightful children’s poem:

What can I give Him,

poor as I am?

If I were a shepherd

I’d bring Him a lamb;

If I were a wise man

I would do my part.

Yet what can I give Him?

- Give my heart.
Those three ships that came “sailing into Bethlehem on Christmas Day” still sail.

And at this Christmas season, pray God, we will know the re-enforcement of Fellowship with like-minded believers, the reality of Worship as we focus upon Him, and the responsibility of Stewardship as we dedicate ourselves afresh to His service.











 =========================================================

MISTAKES  IN  THE  CHRISTMAS  STORY

(Matthew 1 – 2)

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

Mistakes in the Christmas story?  Oh, let me make my position clear from the outset.  I do not mean that the Scripture is in error in any way.  But interestingly enough it does tell of certain folk who made serious mistakes in connection with that first Christmas morning.

1.
Temporary Mistakes

Take Joseph, for example. When he realised that his betrothed, Mary, was with child his first reaction was one of incredible horror.

Mary … devout … sweet … innocent … pure.  Yet here she was - pregnant!

To Joseph’s credit he was planning to break the engagement quietly and ‘hush up’ the whole sorry business (Matt. 1:19). That was when God stepped in.  And Joseph learned that Mary had not been unfaithful to him, nor had she sinned in this matter.  He had been mistaken in his initial judgment of her.

“Fear not to take unto thee Mary (as) they wife,” the angel had told him, “for that which is conceived in her is of the Holy Ghost”  (Matt. 1:20).

The Wise Men were mistaken, too.  They went to Jerusalem (Matt. 2:1).  After all, if a King of the Jews had been born, surely the capital city in Judea would be the place to find him.  In the palace maybe?  Or a mansion at least? But they were mistaken.  It would be in the little town of Bethlehem, insignificant among the hundreds of other Judean villages, that they would kneel and adore the new-born King.

2.
Tragic Mistakes

Then there were those chief priests and scribes…  Yes, despite their constant study of the Scriptures, they made the most tragic mistake of their lives.  They even knew that the prophet Micah had predicted that the Messiah would come from Bethlehem (Matt. 2:5-6).  But they were not interested enough to investigate so important a matter.

To know God’s Word and fail to follow its leading is folly indeed.  Such was the case with these religious leaders.

Herod!  He made the mistake of trying to thwart God’s plan.Massacre the infants!  Lie to the wise men (Matt. 2:8)!  But to no avail.

God had the plan for His Son’s life – and death – all worked out. No Idumean King could alter that.

Yes, there are mistakes in the Christmas story, some of them rectified before it was too late, as in the case of Joseph and the Wise Men. Others made such foolish mistakes – and persisted in them – that it led to their eventual doom.  Is it not so today?  Are not the mistakes of Christmas still with us?

3.
Theological Mistakes!

 I shudder with horror at the Rev. Leslie Weatherhead’s book, The Christian Agnostic, for therein he made the awful suggestion that the father of the Lord Jesus was none other than Elisabeth’s husband, Zacharias!

“It seems a solution,” wrote this former President of the Methodist Conference in the United Kingdom, “which meets such evidence as we possess” (page 75).

Nels F.S. Ferre, Professor of Theology at Vanderbilt University School of Religion, presented his theory that Jesus was fathered by a soldier stationed near Nazareth.

“Such is the experience of many girls near military camps,” he wrote.  “Such a conjecture has been made of His life, and who can deny that such a conjecture could be true” (The Christian Understanding of God, p. 191, Student Christian Movement Press).

A Presbyterian minister in New Zealand in 1976 wrote a book, Who was Jesus? that propounded the same heresy.

John A.T. Robinson, whilst Bishop of Woolwich, wrote a book, But that I Can’t Believe (published by Fontana, 1976), in which he suggested some folk would be better not to believe what the Bible says concerning the Virgin Birth.

“If (this doctrine) merely succeeds in convincing you that He was not ‘one of us’, then it is much better that you shouldn’t believe it…”

Professor William Barclay, in A Life of Christ (illustrated edition), blatantly taught that Joseph was our Lord’s earthly father” (p. 6).

Examples could be multiplied.  Liberal ‘scholars’ have attacked the Christmas narratives as they do every other miraculous event in Scripture.  In so doing they make a grave mistake.  For this One whose supernatural birth they deny is the same One before whom they shall one day stand…

4.
Traditional Mistakes

Then there are the traditional mistakes made by thousands of people every Christmas season.  

Like those shop-keepers who are more interested in the profits of Christmas than the Prophet of Christmas.

And the party-goers who are more interested in the spirits of Christmas than the Holy Spirit of the Christmas story.

Like those children who are more concerned about their presents than the presence of “God with us” – Emmanuel!

Like  those workers who get excited about the Holiday … and forget that Holy Day when Christ was born.

Like those people who focus their attention upon the Christmas Tree – and forget Calvary’s tree – for to die thereon was the purpose for which He came (I Tim. 1:15).

It is a sad and serious mistake to see thousands putting Santa at the centre of their celebrations – instead of the Saviour.

* * * * * * * * * *

Before me as I write are copies of special Christmas editions of the Reader’s Digest. They contain articles about how carols were penned, articles about being kind to one’s neighbour, articles about Christmas traditions. There is a story concerning Bob Hope’s Christmas tour, and one about reindeers … and so it goes. But an article concerning the One who came to be our  Saviour?  Nary a word. 

 The shoppers passing by the department store paused to view the manger scene in the   window. Little Julie was hoisted high on her father’s shoulders to see above the crowd.

And she saw something the others could not see. “Oh! Daddy,” she exclaimed, “ They’ve left the baby out of the manger!” 

And this coming Christmas , alas, there will be many who make that same mistake.

On Christmas Eve they filled the house

with fifty guests I’m told;

(O little Lord of Christmas,

were you out in the cold ?)

They ate and drank, played cards and danced

‘til early morning light;

(O little Lord of Christmas,

did they think of you that night ?)

Next morning came the presents

On the glittering Christmas tree;

(O little Lord of Christmas,

was there any gift for thee ?)

The dinner was a royal feast,

And how those guests did eat !

(O little Lord of Christmas,

were you left hungry in the street ?)

 The love and joy no doubt were good,

The rest a pagan spree.

( O little Lord of Christmas,

let us keep that day with Thee.)

( H.H. Tweedy)

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx

  The Five Christmas Trees …..

………………………………………………………
INTRODUCTION … 

 Christmas trees are everywhere to be seen at the festive season. Next time you see one, remember what it teaches you ….

……………………………………………………………..

(1) A FOOLISH TREE 

Jeremiah 10 :1 Hear the word of the LORD, O Israel! 2This is what the LORD says: "Do not act like other nations who try to read their future in th e stars. Do not be afraid of their predictions, even though other nations are terrified by them. 3Their ways are futile and foolish. They cut down a tree and carve an idol. 4They decorate it with gold and silver and then fasten it securely with hammer and nails so it won't fall over. 5There stands their god like a helpless scarecrow in a garden! It cannot speak, and it needs to be carried because it cannot walk. Do not be afraid of such gods, for they can neither harm you nor do you any good." ( NLT) 

Pagan nations made idols out of trees … and decorated them. Likewise the ancient Romans at their Winter Solstice orgies … and the Druids honouring their Horned God.

But just as pagan is the modern day person who, although he may erect a spectacular bedecked Christmas tree, has no thought for the One whose birth we celebrate.

…………………………………………………..

(2) A FAMILIAR  TREE    

Tradition … or ‘legend’ may be a better word … has it that Martin Luther erected the first Christmas tree in his home. Certainly the idea of having such a tree connected with the Saviour’s birth comes from Germany. And from there it has spread around the world. 

…………………………………………………

(3) A FIGURATIVE TREE 

Isaiah 53 ( NIV ) 
2 He grew up before him like a tender shoot, 
and like a root out of dry ground. 
 
The New American Translation  renders verse 2 : - “Like a sapling he grew up in front of us …” Like a small, insignificant tree. It is a prophecy of the Messiah. And it was fulfilled that first Christmas morning … and in the days that followed. That ‘sapling’ would grow and grow until  His ‘branches’ would stretch from pole to pole.  

An old German Christmas carol  says …

O Christmas tree ! Fair Christmas tree !

You tell the timeless story.

O Christmas tree ! Fair Christmas tree !

You speak of Jesus’ glory.

With gifts of love and songs of mirth,

With tidings of our Saviour’s birth,

O Christmas tree ! Fair Christmas tree !

You tell the timeless story.

…………………………………………………….
(4) A FAMILY TREE  

 Matthew 1. and Luke 3. gives us the genealogy of the Lord Jesus. He was, in accord with the Old Testament prophecies, descended from Abraham , and King David.  

Four  Gentile women are named, a rare thing in Hebrew genealogies ,  reminding us that His coming is for all peoples …male & female , Jew and Gentile. 

And Matthew is careful to point out that Joseph was the husband of Mary , but not the father of Jesus. 

 Matthew 1:15Eliud the father of Eleazar,  Eleazar the father of Matthan,  Matthan the father of Jacob, 
  16and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called Christ.

 This is a reference to the miracle of the virgin birth.

……………………………………………

(5) A FATEFUL TREE 

  1 Peter 2:24He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree,

 so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness;  

At Calvary the Lord Jesus died as a sacrifice for a world lost in sin. 

For this purpose He had left the ivory palaces and come to Bethlehem’s manger.

Any thoughts of Christmas that stop with the infant Jesus and fail to remember His death on the cross is a mutilated concept.

He was born to die.

And He calls on men & women, boys and girls, to acknowledge Him as Saviour and Lord, to confess Him in baptism , join His church and live for Him. 

………………………………….

CONCLUSION 

 … and that’s the message of the Christmas tree !

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
