FROM LITTLE THINGS BIG THINGS GROW

A sermon preached by Rev Allan Thompson at Wesley Uniting Church, Hobart, 
on Christmas Day 2011

Texts: Hebrews 1:1-4; Luke 2:1-20
“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 for them in the inn”.
Despite how beautiful the images we put on our Christmas cards and even on the front of today’s order of service, there was much about the birth of Jesus that was less than ideal. We call it a manger but it was in reality a trough used to feed animals which stayed in the stables, which had to be used because all the accommodation was booked out. There were no cosy bunny rugs but assorted strips of cloth to wrap the new baby. And there were no midwives with sterilized garments and equipment. 

Not very beautiful at all – yet we make it beautiful, not because of the physical context, but because in that less-than-desirable context something wonderful happened, something that changed the course of human history, something that that is significant to every human being. For in that stable God was present; almighty God became a human being in the form of a newborn baby. At the time few recognised what God was doing; it was unprecedented, unique and bold.

What began in the stable out the back of the inn at Bethlehem was the Christ story – a story that continues to this day.

Many of you will be familiar with that TV advertisement for superannuation in which people hold their hands near each other and say “from little things big things grow”. And I suggest that is a relevant word for us on Christmas Day. From the little bundle which was the newborn Jesus great things happened. On the law of averages many other babies would have been born on the same day as Jesus, but from his birth big things grew – big things like faith, hope and love. Big things like God revealing himself; big things like salvation coming to all people. Now all that did not happen in the stable, or in the manger, but what happened there was the beginning of the story which later led to three years of magnificent teaching, healing and miracles, which led to the saving death on the cross and the wonder of resurrection. Those things were all in the future at Bethlehem, but from little things big things grow. Here in the little baby boy God was present in a big way.

The great message of this day is what is sometimes called INCARNATION. God incarnate. God in the flesh. Sometimes that gets lost in all the stories about stables and mangers, angels and shepherds, wise men and stars and all the rest. Sure, let us enjoy those stories, but be sure to remember that they are just the trappings. The great message of today is to do with what God was up to in the birth of Jesus. And it is what God was up to that is the most beautiful aspect of it all. The baby in the manger is the ultimate sign of God. 
It is also the ultimate self-disclosure of God. In the man into whom this baby grew we can see the mind and heart of God, we can see the will of God for people; we can see the ultimate love of God, love that is so great that God became a human being and died for the sake of us living happy and wholesome lives. Here is the ultimate proof that from little things big things grow.

Now it was not as though God was not known before the birth of Jesus. For centuries there were people of God – and through the leadership of people like Abraham. Moses, Ruth, Ester, David, Isaiah Jeremiah and the likes – God’s people knew something of the mind and will of God. But it was an incomplete picture of God they had, it was of a distant and unseen God, a God not easily accessed and whose amazing qualities were not fully known. All that changed in the stable at Bethlehem. 

In the words read earlier from the Book of Hebrews the writer puts it this way “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son. He is the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of God’s very being”. 
Charles Wesley wrote many great hymns and we will sing one of them (Hark the Herald Angels Sing) as our final carol this morning, but in another of his Christmas hymns or carols – number 305 in our hymnbook he wrote “our God contracted to a span, incomprehensively made man”, and in another verse “our God is manifest below” and in yet another verse “He deigns in flesh to appear”. It might sound a bit theological, but it is spot on theology. In Jesus we see none other than God.
Christmas Day then takes us to the heart of the Christian faith. In the event at Bethlehem we get a magnificent insight into God. In fact at that manger we meet not just a tiny baby, but we meet the God of Biblical Christianity. 

The God of Biblical Christianity is the God who entered human life to share our human existence, and God chose to do that not for God’s own sake, but for ours. 

So on this Christmas Day we do not simply look back in history. The story of Christmas Day is not a “once upon a time” story, but a story for all time and for all people. In those events that we delight to recall, events which took place in that stable out the back of a pub in Bethlehem, God entered our life, to free us and all people from everything that is negative and destructive.

It is wonderful to think that God knows what human life is like. Sure, Jesus lived at a time when there weren’t the same stresses that we experience, there was no sense of the global village like we have, and in many ways life may have been simpler. But human emotions are the same now as then; feelings are the same; hopes and aspirations are the same, and all the things we include as “sin” are the same. Because Jesus was born into our kind of life and experience God knows what we experience, and knows it first-hand. That enables a pretty good relationship and understanding between God and us. 

So grasp hold of the great truth that Christmas Day proclaims. Whether you use the word “Emmanuel” (God with us) or “Incarnation” or simply think of God revealed in the baby, know for sure that something wonderful or miraculous and earth-shattering happened in the stable. 

Hold on to the truth that today we know that God became a human being and therefore understands the human experience. And let that bit of God which is in you inspire you to be like Jesus – a person who brings hope joy and peace to those around them.

Thank God for Christmas, because from little things big things grow.
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