
Christmas Uncut
St John's16/12/2012 @ 7 p.m.

To ask what really happened and why it really matters
Readings: {1st Reading}; {2nd Reading}

I. Welcome

Good evening, my name’s Tony Cannon and I’m the Vicar.
If we haven’t met before, it’s very good to see you.

I have two tasks for the next 20 minutes.
For those of you who follow Jesus Christ as your Lord and
saviour, my task is simple.

It’s to get your minds out of presents and food and parties
and what to buy the person who has everything.
And to drag your minds back to the real meaning and
purpose of Christmas.

I want to set you up to know God better and, by serving
Him, transform the world.

That’s task #1!
My second task is just as important, and it is for those of you
who wouldn’t describe yourself as a follower of Jesus.
You don’t claim to have a personal relationship with God.
You might not even realise that’s possible.

My task is to try to stop you, dead in your tracks.
And get you to seriously consider the Christmas story.
Is it just a story, like a Nativity play, or is it in fact accurate,
recorded history?

And so for all of us, I want to clear out the clutter to see
What really happened.
And then to see Why it really matters.

That’s a big ask for 20 minutes, so will you pray with me for
God’s help for us all?
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II.History not Nativity

What did you most want the Christmas you were seven?
Andy our youth minister wanted, more than anything, to be
Joseph in his school nativity.

I think he fancied the Virgin Mary, but I can’t prove it!
Unfortunately, Mrs Hastings made the controversial decision
to give out roles based on acting ability.
Which was always going to mean the end of Andy’s dream!

But did he get to play one of the three kings, who spoke?
No.

What about the role of the rear end of the donkey, who at
least got a laugh and stood near the front?
No.

Andy played shepherd number 8, whose job was to stand at
the back, in a crowd of other non-speaking shepherds!
And being right at the back, he couldn’t even show off his
practised ‘terrified when I saw an angel’ expression!

But in fact, Andy, you needn't have been so disappointed.
At least you played someone who was actually there.

Ready for a shock, everyone?
Read the Christmas story in Luke’s and Matthew’s gospels
as often as you like, you won’t find a donkey.

Now will you find three kings.
When children act out the nativity, it doesn't have much in
common with history.
Lots has been cut out, like the slaughter of all the boys.
And lots added, like the donkey, kings... and Spiderman!

But I still love primary school Nativities!
My favourite bit last year was the blonde angel who wandered
round the church at the end of a long procession.

Looking bewildered and startstruck, all at the same time!
Pure magic!
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No, school Nativities are great, but the real Christmas is
more interesting, and much more important.
So picture the real scene, where Mary isn't waving to her
mum in the front row.

The angel in the middle doesn’t need the toilet.
And Joseph's dad isn't annoying a shepherd's granny by
standing up to video his son's big moment on his iPhone!

In the real Christmas story, there was scandal, massacre
and mystery.
This is Christmas, post 9 pm watershed.
This is Christmas uncut.
In fact, this is Christmas history!

Back in May I met a man named John Dickson, who’s a
professor of Ancient History in Sydney.
He’s also a committed Christian, which some of you might
see as a conflict of interests.

Especially if you’re in the ‘Nice story, but should have been
dumped with Father Christmas’ category.

You know, you’re into ‘The God Delusion’ and ‘The Da Vinci
Code’ and all that stuff.

Well, here’s the thing that really shocked me.
John said that the world’s top Ancient History professors
see the Bible as convincing and trustworthy history.

For all sorts of reasons, not least that in 2,000 years not
one significant fact in the Bible has proved to be wrong.

And loads of Bible facts have turned up in ancient
documents, inscriptions and the like.

No, the Bible Christmas is history, it’s what happened.
So, strip away all the additions and the froth and look at
the angel’s meeting with Mary.

Look with me at What really happened.
And Why it really matters.
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III.What really happened: Mary & the angel

It's the height of ambition for most 5-year-old girls — and
often their mums, too —to play Mary in the nativity play. 
Which I find weird.

Why would you want your 5 year old to play a teenager who
got pregnant in very suspicious circumstances?
Because that's what really Happened!
But this story doesn't start with a teenage girl; it starts with
God; it starts in heaven.

Luke chapter 1v26: ‘God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth,
a town in Galilee, to a virgin pledged to be married to a
man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin's
name was Mary.’
The word angel means messenger, and they turn up from
time to time in the Bible when something significant is
afoot and God communicates something important.

Of course, it’s one thing to read about angels, it’s quite
another to meet one!
Especially if, like Mary, you’re probably 14 or 15, the age
when girls got engaged.

And you’re from a small, unimportant northern hill town.
‘The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are
highly favoured! The Lord is with you.”
In all my daydreams both as a boy and especially as a
teenager, I was always ‘highly favoured’, weren’t you?

I was Batman; I was the one the girls fancied!
So is this just the fanciful imagination of a teenager at work?
Well, the guy who wrote Luke’s gospel was both an
historian and a medical doctor.

Listen to how he begins his gospel, his biography of Jesus:
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‘Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things
that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed
down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses
and servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have
carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it
seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for
you..., so that you may know the certainty of the things you
have been taught.’
A serious, educated historian has done loads of research
and claims to be writing history, not teenage daydreams!

Luke continues: ‘Mary was greatly troubled at his words and
wondered what kind of greeting this might be. But the angel
said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary, you’ve found favour with God.”’
The young girl’s terrified, but Gabriel calms her down.
For all of 3 seconds!

“You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you’re to
give him the name Jesus. He will be great and will be called
the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the
throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house
of Jacob for ever; his kingdom will never end.”

Now there’s loads to take in there, but of course Mary
latches onto the pregnancy bit!
Well, you would, wouldn’t you?
‘“How will this be,” Mary asked... “since I’m a virgin?”’

In those days, sex outside marriage was almost unheard of.
In fact, adultery could get you the death penalty.
But the shame and exclusion from society that would follow
from getting pregnant before marriage would make life
almost unbearable.

And remember, contraceptives were unheard of!
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‘The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit (that’s God himself)
will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will
overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called
the Son of God... For nothing is impossible with God.”’
And this is where you discover why God chose her, and not,
for example, me!

If this had been me, allowing for different gender, I think I
would have said ‘That stuff only happens in Sci-if movies!’

And if the angel had managed to convince me, then I would
have just freaked!
‘What on earth will I tell Mum & Dad? And what will Joseph
say? He’ll kill me!’

‘So, who’s the father Mary, what do I tell my mates?’
‘Er, Joseph, you’re not going to believe this, but....’

However, it wasn’t me, it was Mary who we’ve been told was
‘highly favoured’ by the Lord God, and he knows a good
heart when he sees one.
And you know, he does see your and my heart, with every
motive, thought, word and action.

‘“I am the Lord's servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to
me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.’

So that’s what actually happened when Mary met Gabriel.
Strange, yes; but presented to us clearly as historical fact,
by an educated historian and doctor.

And remember this:
Luke’s biography that we’re reading today, was published
when Christians were being rounded up by the Romans,
fed to lions in sports arenas and covered by tar and set
alight on poles to provide garden lights for parties!

No educated man would ever publish a made-up fantasy
story if it risked imprisonment, if not a horrible death.

Why publish this stuff, unless it’s what really happened.
And unless it really mattered to Luke that you and I heard
about it.
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IV.What really happened: Joseph & the angel

Anyway, keep with the story, and we need to flip over to
Matthew’s account to get the detail concerning Joseph’s
reaction to what the angel called ‘Good news’!
Probably didn’t seem that good to Joseph when he heard!
But Joseph’s also pretty impressive himself, don’t you think?

Matthew chapter 1v19: ‘Because Joseph her husband was a
righteous man and didn’t want to expose her to public
disgrace, he had in mind to divorce her quietly.’
Obviously the man couldn’t marry her, not now she was
pregnant with another bloke’s baby.

In those days engagement was so significant that you
needed a divorce to break it.

Many blokes would have dumped her on the spot and told
the whole world what kind of a girl she was!
Imagine the texts and Facebook comments!

v20: ‘But after he’d considered this, [that’s divorcing her
quietly] an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream...’
And clarified one or two important facts that he needed to
get his head round!

‘Joseph, son of David, don’t be afraid to take Mary home as
your wife, because what is conceived in her is from the Holy
Spirit. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him
the name Jesus, [the name Jesus means ‘saviour’ or
‘rescuer’] because he will save his people from their sins.’
So the girl was telling the truth, and I didn’t believe her!

Read on: ‘All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had said
through the prophet: "The virgin will be with child and will
give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel"-- which
means, "God with us."’
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See Joseph knew the promises God had made to his people
down the centuries, because as a Jewish boy he would have
learnt the Bible in great detail.
So he knew that God had promised that a child would be
born to a virgin who would in some amazing way be God in
human form – ‘God with us.’

His class of boys had probably sniggered behind the
Rabbi’s back at that one!

But that virgin turns out to be his girlfriend!
The last thing Mary deserved was him dumping her; what
she needed was him to love her and stick with her.

‘When Joseph woke up, he did what the angel of the Lord
had commanded him and took Mary home as his wife. But
[she remained a virgin] until she gave birth to a son. And he
gave him the name Jesus.’

That’s enough of the story for now.
V.Why it really matters

So, that’s what really happened.
In the last few minutes, I want to ask why it really matters.

A nativity play begins with smiles and carols.
The real Christmas began with scandal, shame and shock.

There was the scandal of a teenage girl getting pregnant
outside of marriage, in a small rural community.
There was the shame that must have brought on Mary and
her husband Joseph.

And here's the shock.
All this was God's doing!

I don't know how you imagine God, if you do at all.
Maybe some old guy sitting up in the sky, bearing more
than a passing resemblance to Father Christmas?

Maybe some amazingly powerful but impersonal force, like
in Star Wars?

Or maybe some distant alien being who really has no idea
what life is actually like here on planet earth?
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But here's the shock, as the God of the Bible introduces
himself to you and to me.
He's a God who gets involved with people.
Who turns real people’s lives upside down, as he’s done for
me and for hundreds of people who live in St John’s.

And he’s a God who doesn't act as you might expect.
That God came and lived on earth, as a human.
That's the big shock.
Not that a teenage girl got pregnant, and the father wasn't
her boyfriend.

Not that a young guy decided to stick by his girl, even
though he wasn't the father.

No, the shock is that the baby “will be called the Son of God”.
God’s son, not Joseph’s!

This baby would be human – Mary provided the egg.
But he would also be God – God fertilised Mary’s egg.

And so here's a glimpse of who and what God really is.
Later on, the apostle John wrote his Gospel biography.
And he started not with the nativity, but with Jesus before
the universe was created.

Fully divine, yet with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit.
He's this three-in-one God, in perfect love and relationship,
for eternity.

That sounds quite strange.
And it is!
But it's also exciting.
Because if God is all about love and relationships, then the
universe he's made will be about love and relationships too.

It's not about power, like a Prime Minister ignoring his
people’s views.
Nor about possessions, like a billionaire buying new toys.
Nor about just pointlessness, like Richard Dawkins says is
behind life in ‘The God Delusion’.
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No, the Christmas history really matters because it tells us
that the God of love and relationship has made us to enjoy
a life of love, which lasts, and relationships that work.
That's a God worth knowing, isn’t it?
And that's the God who was going to be born to Mary; God
the Son coming to live on earth.

But he isn’t just called the Son of God, he is called God’s king.
Gabriel tells Mary ‘The Lord God will give him the throne of
his father David, and... his kingdom will never end.’

That’s what the word ‘Christ’ means – God’s universal king.
And one day, Christmas history tells us, he will return for a
second visit to planet Earth.
To really start his worldwide and never-ending reign properly.
As Gabriel told Mary, to reign over God’s people.

And anyone who rejects him, will face his judgement.
His personal and everlasting rejection of them.

That’s why the Christmas history really matters.
Because if it is true history, then you and I will face Jesus
and have to give an account of our lives.

That’s also not in Nativity plays.
Which leaves the third and final reason why Christmas
history really matters, and his name is the clue.
‘Jesus’ means ‘the Lord saves’, and Gabriel said he is to be
called that ‘because he will save his people from their sins.’

That’s closely linked to his role as God’s king of the universe.
Because only those who have been saved from their sins will
be allowed to live forever under his good, kind and
all-powerful rule.

You and I need to be saved from God’s anger at all we’ve
done, thought and said that has damaged us, hurt others
and marred God’s original image in us.

So, whether you’re a Christian today or not, do you see what
really happened?
And do you see why it really matters?
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VI.Conclusion - a plan for Christmas

So here’s my suggestion for a plan for your Christmas.
It has two parts, depending on whether you’re already a
Christian or not.

If you’re a Christian, then by definition you know that the
Christmas history really did happen.
And you’re aware why it really matters to you.

Re-read the Christmas story over Christmas, and pray about
what changes you need to put in place for the New Year.
Changes that will cause you to live in the light of these
events that really happened that first Christmas.

Changes that will better reflect see why it really matters?
If you’re not a Christian, here’s a plan for you.
We’re open every Sunday!
No, really!

And we’re planning to keep going, working our way through
Luke’s gospel.
We’ll very soon leave the baby Jesus behind, because 22½
of Luke’s 24 chapters cover his adult life.

And not just his adult life, but the final 3 years of it.
Why not make an appointment every Sunday morning at 10
or evening at 6:30 to come along and really look to see
what this unique man is all about.
Whether Christmas really happened, and if so, what else
did?

And why the Christmas history really matters for you.
Lots have done exactly that this year, so why don’t you do
the same.

I’d like to close with a prayer.
VII.Prayer (do business)
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