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Bridgewater Community Church, Pastor Mark Pitman, December 6, 2020
Gratitude in response to Jesus’ birth, Luke 2:1-19

If you have your bible with you this morning, please turn to Luke chapter 2
- would you agree with me this morning that we live in a complicated day where it is hard to know who is telling the truth?
- that’s not a hard thesis to prove, is it?...
- we have to do regular training with our staff about computer scams because of the number of people trying to gain access to our network…
- and you probably have the same thing happening at your place of work…
- and the messages become more sophisticated all the time…where it really looks like it is coming from a legitimate company…and you need to re-set something, or you need to provide some kind of information…and if you don’t, bad things are going to happen…
- we also have that on the other side of the ledger…I don’t know if this is unique to churches, but usually about once a week we’re contacted by someone around the world pretending to represent some foreign dignitary who suddenly passed away leaving a fortune – and this person would like to gift it to us…as long as we’ll forward our bank account numbers…
- or you check in on the 24-hour news cycle and regardless of your political persuasion, the spin is endless…and you’re trying to decide who you can trust and what you can believe…
- and then there’s just the sheer complexity of it all…where you’d like to have just one password that gives you access to all your accounts…
- but the tech experts set their hair on fire overt that notion…so with one company you have to have at least 8 characters in your password, including one capital letter and one numeral and one symbol…but another company requires 2 factor authorization where they text you a code you have to enter into your device…
- all in the name of making your life easier…and you look at this entire list of passwords that you can never actually print off because if someone robs your home and finds it you’re doomed…and you say, how is all of this making my life easier?...
- so without a doubt, for all kinds of reasons, we live in a complicated day where it is hard to know who is telling the truth…

- against that backdrop – we have the reliable simplicity of the Christmas story…
- in the providence of God, one of the gospel writers was a physician, who opened his account with these words…
- Luke 1:1–4 - Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have been taught. 
- with that in mind, please open your Bible to Luke 2:1…

 minutes together this am thinking about God’s Reliable Truth at Christmastime…

- I don’t always know who’s telling the truth when I’m listening to the news…I don’t even open e-mails unless I’m absolutely certain it’s not a scam…I’m about to the place that when my own mother calls me on the phone, I respond by saying – how do I know this is really you?...I’d be delighted if I never had to craft a 14 digit password ever again…
- but thank the Lord that for the things that matter most…God has given us simple, reliable truth…
Now in those days a decree went out from Caesar Augustus, that a census be taken of all [a]the inhabited earth. 2 [b]This was the first census taken while [c]Quirinius was governor of Syria. 3 And all the people were on their way to register for the census, each to his own city. 4 Now Joseph also went up from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, because he was of the house and family of David, 5 in order to register along with Mary, who was [d]betrothed to him, and was pregnant. 6 While they were there, the [e]time came for her to give birth. 7 And she gave birth to her firstborn son; and she wrapped Him in cloths, and laid Him in a [f]manger, because there was no [g]room for them in the inn.
[bookmark: _GoBack]8 In the same region there were some shepherds staying out in the fields and keeping watch over their flock at night. 9 And an angel of the Lord suddenly stood near them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them; and they were terribly frightened. 10 And so the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will be for all the people; 11 for today in the city of David there has been born for you a Savior, who is [h]Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be a sign for you: you will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a [i]manger.” 13 And suddenly there appeared with the angel a multitude of the heavenly [j]army of angels praising God and saying,
14 “Glory to God in the highest,
And on earth peace among people [k]with whom He is pleased.”
15 When the angels had departed from them into heaven, the shepherds began saying to one another, “Let’s go straight to Bethlehem, then, and see this thing that has happened, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 And they came in a hurry and found their way to Mary and Joseph, and the baby as He lay in the [l]manger. 17 When they had seen Him, they made known the statement which had been told them about this Child. 18 And all who heard it were amazed about the things which were told them by the shepherds. 19 But Mary treasured all these things, pondering them in her heart. 20 And the shepherds went back, glorifying and praising God for all that they had heard and seen, just as had been told them.

- a few moments ago we heard Luke 2:1-20 - with the time we have remaining, let’s think about 4 characteristics of the “exact truth” regarding Christ’s birth.
Introduction to Luke

Luke 2:1 Caesar Augustus. Caius Octavius, grand-nephew, adopted son, and primary heir to Julius Caesar. Before and after Julius’s death in 44 b.c., the Roman government was constantly torn by power struggles. Octavius ascended to undisputed supremacy in 31 b.c. by defeating his last remaining rival, Antony, in a military battle at Actium. In 29 b.c., the Roman Senate declared Octavius Rome’s first emperor. Two years later they honored him with the title “Augustus” (“exalted one”—a term signifying religious veneration). Rome’s republican government was effectively abolished, and Augustus was given supreme military power. He reigned until his death at age 76 (a.d. 14). Under his rule, the Roman Empire dominated the Mediterranean region, ushering in a period of great prosperity and relative peace (the Pax Romana). He ordered “all the inhabited earth” (i.e., the world of the Roman Empire) to be counted. This was not merely a one-time census; the decree actually established a cycle of enrollments that were to occur every 14 years. Palestine had previously been excluded from the Roman census, because Jews were exempt from serving in the Roman army, and the census was designed primarily to register young men for military service (as well as account for all Roman citizens). This new, universal census was ostensibly to number each nation by family and tribe (hence Joseph, a Judean, had to return to his ancestral home to register—see note on v. 3). Property and income values were not recorded in this registration. But soon the names and population statistics gathered in this census were used for the levying of poll taxes (see note on Matt. 22:17), and the Jews came to regard the census itself as a distasteful symbol of Roman oppression. See note on Luke 1:2.

Luke 2:2 Quirinius was governor of Syria. Fixing a precise date for this census is problematic. Publius Sulpicius Quirinius is known to have governed Syria during a.d. 6–9. A well known census was taken in Palestine in a.d. 6. Josephus records that it sparked a violent Jewish revolt (mentioned by Luke, quoting Gamaliel, in Acts 5:37). Quirinius was responsible for administering that census, and he also played a major role in quelling the subsequent rebellion. However, that cannot be the census Luke has in mind here, because it occurred about a decade after the death of Herod (see note on Matt. 2:1)—much too late to fit Luke’s chronology (cf. Luke 1:5). In light of Luke’s meticulous care as a historian, it would be unreasonable to charge him with such an obvious anachronism. Indeed, archaeology has vindicated Luke. A fragment of stone discovered at Tivoli (near Rome) in a.d. 1764 contains an inscription in honor of a Roman official who, it states, was twice governor of Syria and Phoenicia during the reign of Augustus. The name of the official is not on the fragment, but among his accomplishments are listed details that, as far as is known, can fit no one other than Quirinius. Thus, he must have served as governor in Syria twice. He was probably military governor at the same time that history records Varus was civil governor there. With regard to the dating of the census, some ancient records found in Egypt mention a worldwide census ordered in 8 b.c. That date is not without problems, either. It is generally thought by scholars that 6 b.c. is the earliest possible date for Christ’s birth. Evidently, the census was ordered by Caesar Augustus in 8 b.c. but was not actually carried out in Palestine until two to four years later, perhaps because of political difficulties between Rome and Herod. Therefore, the precise year of Christ’s birth cannot be known with certainty, but it was probably no earlier than 6 b.c. and certainly no later than 4 b.c. Luke’s readers, familiar with the political history of that era, would no doubt have been able to discern a very precise date from the information he gave.

Luke 2:3 own town. I.e., the place of tribal origin.

Luke 2:4 Nazareth . . . Bethlehem. Both Joseph and Mary were descendants of David and therefore went to their tribal home in Judea to be registered. This was a difficult trek of more than 70 miles through mountainous terrain—a particularly grueling journey for Mary, on the verge of delivery. Perhaps she and Joseph were conscious that a birth in Bethlehem would fulfill the prophecy in Mic. 5:2.

Luke 2:5 betrothed. See note on Matt. 1:18. Matthew 1:24 indicates that when the angel told Joseph about Mary’s pregnancy, he “took his wife”—i.e., he took her into his home. But they did not consummate their marriage until after the birth of Jesus (Matt. 1:25). Therefore, technically, they were still betrothed.

Luke 2:7 firstborn. Mary had other children subsequent to this. See note on Matt. 12:46. cloths. Strips of cloth were used to bind a baby tightly. It kept the baby from injuring sensitive facial skin and eyes with its own (often sharp) fingernails, and was believed to strengthen the limbs. This is still the custom in some Eastern cultures. The absence of such cloths was a sign of poverty or lack of parental care (Ezek. 16:4). manger. A feeding trough for animals. This is the source of the notion that Christ was born in a stable, something nowhere stated in Scripture. Ancient tradition held that he was born in a cave (possibly one used as a shelter for animals). But no actual description of the location is given. no place for them in the inn. Possibly because many were returning to this ancient town to register in the census.

Luke 2:8 shepherds. Bethlehem was nearby Jerusalem, and many of the sheep used in the temple sacrifices came from there. The surrounding hills were prime grazing land, and shepherds worked in the area day and night, all year round. Therefore it is not possible to draw any conclusion about the time of year by the fact that shepherds were living out in the fields.

Luke 2:10 Fear not. See note on 1:12; cf. 1:65.

Luke 2:11 city of David. I.e., Bethlehem, the town where David was born—not the city of David, which was on the southern slope of Mount Zion (cf. 2 Sam. 5:7–9). a Savior. This is one of only two places in the Gospels where Christ is referred to as “Savior”—the other being John 4:42, where the men of Sychar confessed him as “Savior of the world.” Christ. “Christ” is the Greek equivalent of “Messiah” (see note on Matt. 1:1). Lord. The Greek word can mean “master”—but it is also the word used to translate the covenant name of God. Here (and in most of its NT occurrences), it is used in the latter sense, as a title of deity.

Luke 2:13 multitude. A term used to describe an army encampment. Christ also used military imagery to describe the angels in Matt. 26:53 (see note there. Revelation 5:11 suggests that the number of the angelic host may be too large for the human mind to fathom. Note that here the heavenly army brought a message of peace (Luke 2:14).

Luke 2:14 the highest. I.e., heaven. peace. This is not to be taken as a universal declaration of peace toward all humanity. Rather, peace with God is a corollary of justification (see note on Rom. 5:1). among those with whom he is pleased. God’s peace is a gracious gift to those who are the objects of his pleasure.

Luke 2:18 all who heard it wondered. Wonderment at the mysteries of Christ’s words and works is one of the threads that runs through Luke’s Gospel. Cf. vv. 19; 33; 47–48; 1:21; 63; 4:22; 36; 5:9; 8:25; 9:43–45; 11:14; 20:26; 24:12; 41. See note on 2:20.

Luke 2:20 praising God. Luke often reports this response. Cf. v. 28; 1:64; 5:25–26; 7:16; 13:13; 17:15–18; 18:43; 19:37–40; 23:47; 24:52–53.

Luke 2:21 eight days. See note on 1:59.

Luke 2:22 purification. A woman who bore a son was ceremonially unclean for 40 days (twice that if she bore a daughter—Lev. 12:2–5). After that she was to offer a yearling lamb and a dove or pigeon (Lev. 12:6). If poor, she could offer two doves or pigeons (Lev. 12:8). Mary’s offering indicates that she and Joseph were poor (Luke 2:24). to Jerusalem. A journey of about 6 miles from Bethlehem. to present him to the Lord. The dedication of the firstborn son was also required by Moses’ law (Luke 2:23, cf. Ex. 13:2; 12–15).
I. God’s Plan is Precise
- in our LN, we try to create an environment of controlled chaos in Scene 5 at Bethlehem…
- if you’ve ever served in that particular scene, you would probably agree with that description…
- but that’s the picture that Luke paints as he describes what would have happened during this census that was being taken by Caesar Augustus…
- obviously we know how busy it was because Mary and Joseph couldn’t find a place to stay…
- but there are key principles in this text that would have been obvious to students of God’s Word that demonstrated that the Lord was orchestrating all of in ways that were breathtakingly precise…for example…
A. Regarding Jesus’ birthplace.
- Mary and Joseph were not living in Bethlehem…they were living in Nazareth, 70 miles away…
- well, that’s a problem (so to speak…)
- because the OT was very clear that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem…
- we read about that in Micah 5:2 - But as for you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, too little to be among the clans of Judah, from you One will go forth for Me to be ruler in Israel. His goings forth are from long ago, from the days of eternity.
- and someone might say, but that prophecy was given in 700 BC (approximately), no one would remember it at the time of Jesus’ birth…
- actually, that’s not true – because remember that after the wise men appear several months later and ask King Herod where the one was who had been born “king of the Jews” …Herod assembled the chief priests and scribes and inquired of them where the Messiah was to be born…
- and from all we can tell in Matthew’s account…they answered without hesitation…Matthew 2:5–6 – They said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea; for this is what has been written by the prophet: ‘And you, Bethlehem, land of Judah, 
Are by no means least among the leaders of Judah; For out of you shall come Forth a Ruler Who will shepherd My people Israel.’ ” 
- so back to “the problem” – how is that promise going to be fulfilled if Mary and Joseph are living in Nazareth?..
- and the answer is – our precise God can work out the details of his plan…even if that means directing a pagan ruler to decide its time to have another census of “all the inhabited earth…”
- that leads to another challenge…why was Mary there?...
- there’s disagreement about whether a woman in that culture would have been required to register for this kind of census and Mary certainly had ample reason not to make the trip because she was so close to giving birth…
- but that wouldn’t have solved the problem…because the key person who needed to be in Bethlehem wasn’t Joseph, it was Mary…she was the one giving birth…
- so one Bible scholar suggested that maybe Mary wouldn’t have wanted to stay behind in Nazareth where there was so much gossip about the fact that she had conceived of a child out of wedlock…
- here’s what he said – We should perhaps reflect that it was a combination of a decree by the emperor in distant Rome and the gossiping tongues of Nazareth that brought Mary to Bethlehem at just the time to fulfill the prophecy about the birthplace of the Christ (Micah 5:2). God works through all kinds of people to effect His purposes (Leon Morris, Commentary on Luke, 1975, p. 84).
- we don’t know all of that for sure – but we do know that – God had an exact plan for where Jesus was to be born, and he accomplished that plan with amazing precision…

- the same was true…
B. Regarding Jesus’ lineage.
- Luke is very clear to point out that Joseph….
- Luke 2:4 – …was of the house and family of David
- Bible students knew why that was so important…
- because 1000 years earlier, the Lord made one of the central covenants in all the Bible to his servant David…
- 2 Samuel 7:12–13 - When your days are complete and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your descendant after you, who will come forth from you, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for My name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever.
- so all of God’s people knew that the Messiah had to be born in Bethlehem, and had to have a father, humanly speaking, from the house and family of King David…

- friends, God’s plans and God’s promises are always reliable…
- and if you’ve been wondering whether the Lord can bring to pass the promises He’s made to you?...
- look no further than the manger in Bethlehem…
- and even if you can’t see how it would possibly work out – [they’re living in Nazareth, 70 miles away…she’s about to give birth…ahhhh!...]
- God can bring things together in ways that are absolutely astounding…

- we have a number of people form our church family who had a loved one die in the Lord this year…so there will be a loneliness…an ache…an emptiness this Christmas…
- or maybe for you that’s with a loved one who died in the Lord many years ago and this time of year still brings that same emptiness…
- and you know the Lord has made promises about that…
- and you had the funeral service…and you were there at the burial…and you’re left wondering…can I believe God’s Word?...is His plan truly reliable?...
- the message of Christmas puts that question to rest…
II. God’s Plan is Often Unexpected
- verse 7 stands out because of….
A. Its amazing simplicity
- Luke 2:7 - And she gave birth to her firstborn son; and she wrapped Him in cloths, and laid Him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn. 
- everything about that is the polar opposite of we would have expected…coupled with…
B. It’s delightful humility
- the great reformer Martin Luther said – When I am told that God became man, I can follow the idea, but I just do not understand what it means. For what man, if left to his natural promptings, if he were God, would humble himself to lie in the feedbox of a donkey or to hang upon a cross?  This is that ineffable and infinite mercy of God which the slender capacity of man’s heart cannot comprehend and much less utter—that unfathomable depth and burning zeal of God’s love toward us…Who can sufficiently declare this exceeding great goodness of God? (cited in Roland Bainton, Here I Stand, p. 223).

- and Dr. Luke affirms – this is the exact truth…he was writing, by the way to a man named Theophilus…who was perhaps a well-known Roman dignitary, who had either come to Christ or was in the process of doing so…
- and Luke wanted him to have an exact record of how Jesus was born…proving that often God’s plan is far different than what we would have expected…
- a couple of weeks ago we had the great oy as a church family of welcoming over 50 men and women into our church membership, many through believer’s baptism at our 3 campuses…
- and testimonies we heard were delightful…but one of the ones that stood out was the woman who explained that her grandmother always wanted her children and grandchildren to come to know Christ…
- and even when her grandmother was struggling with dementia and could not remember the names of her daughters, she still remembered the name of Jesus and spoke of him to her family…
- and this woman said that she was so impacted by her grandmother’s singular affection for Christ…that she too chose to believe on Him as Savior and Lord…
- what an incredible story of evangelism in a very unexpected phase of life…

III. God’s Plan is Inviting
- so now the Lord has to decide who the public announcement is going to be to…
- these have to be…
A. To the least likely recipients
- Luke 2:8 - In the same region there were some shepherds staying out in the fields and keeping watch over their flock by night. 
- one commentator explains…
- Shepherds were near the bottom of the social ladder. They were uneducated and unskilled, increasingly viewed in the post-New Testament era as dishonest, unreliable, unsavory characters, so much so that they were not allowed to testify in court. Because sheep required care seven days a week, shepherds were unable to fully comply with the man-made Sabbath regulations developed by the Pharisees. As a result, they were viewed as being in continual violation of the religious laws, and hence, ceremonially unclean (John Macarthur, Commentary on Luke, p. 155).
- you can close your eyes and imagine what this scene must have been like for them…an angel of the Lord stands before them, and the glory of the Lord shines all around them…and understandably they were terribly frightened…
- but then there’s the invitation…
B. Good and joyful news for everyone
- Luke 2:10 - But the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of great joy which will be for all the people; 
- when you think about everything that is happening around our world…and around our country…we need this reliable message now more than ever…
- Luke 2:11 - for today in the city of David there has been born for you a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 
- and without a doubt each of these words is precious and important…but please think about that little phrase right in the middle…
- who did the angel tell the shepherds the Savior had been born for?...for you…
- and then the angel told them exactly how they could find baby Jesus…
- no trickery, no complexity…
- no 2-factor authorization and a 14-digit password…
- no special access only for the favored ones…
- a simple reliable plan followed by a clear invitation for all…

C. Offering supernatural peace
- the angel was joined by an entire angelic host…praising God and saying…
- Luke 2:14 - Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom He is pleased.
- Isaiah said that the Messiah would be the Prince of peace…
- the apostle Paul would later affirm that Romans 5:1 - Therefore, having been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 

- the shepherds responded just like the Lord would want you or I to do…
- they went straight to Bethlehem (vs. 15 reports) – and they investigated what the angel had said, and after they came and saw it was true…
- Luke 2:17 - When they had seen this, they made known the statement which had been told them about this Child. 
- Luke 2:20 - The shepherds went back, glorifying and praising God for all that they had heard and seen, just as had been told them. 
- what God told them through his angel proved to be “the exact truth”…this Messiah was worthy of their faith…

- I want to be sure to ask every person who will hear this message – have you responded to God’s truth the way these shepherds did?...
- has there been a definite time when you have admitted your need and placed your faith and trust in Christ as Savior and Lord?...
- have you thought that perhaps the invitation wasn’t for you?...

- Christian friend – are you convinced in the reliability of the message that you can’t help but proclaim it to others in your life?...

- you know, we will have some people with us today who have been familiar with these verses for 50 years, 60 years, or more…but we would still say this…
IV. God’s Plan is Captivating
- it’s interesting to see the other two responses that are recorded here….
A. All who heard it wondered
- Luke 2:18 - And all who heard it wondered at the things which were told them by the shepherds. 
- that’s not a bad starting point…as long as you understand that if you don’t do something about that (if you don’t respond in a reasonable period of time), it will probably wear off…which is why Mary’s response is far more superior…
B. Mary treasured and pondered the message
- Luke 2:19 - But Mary treasured all these things, pondering them in her heart. 

- I would encourage you to look for opportunities this Christmas season to turn off all the electronic devices…
- and be like Mary – treasure these things, and ponder them in your heart
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Bridgewater Community Church, Pastor Mark Pitman, December 6, 2020   Gratitude in response to Jesus’ birth, Luke 2:1 - 19     If you have your bible with you this morning, please turn to Luke chapter 2   -   would you agree with me this morning that we live in a comp licated day where it is hard to know who is telling the  truth?   -   that’s not a hard thesis to prove, is it?...   -   we have to do regular training with our staff about computer scams because of the number of people trying to gain  access to our network…   -   and y ou probably have the same thing happening at your place of work…   -   and the messages become more sophisticated all the time…where it really looks like it is coming from a legitimate  company…and you need to re - set something, or you need to provide some kind  of information…and if you don’t,  bad things are going to happen…   -   we also have that on the other side of the ledger…I don’t know if this is unique to churches, but usually about once a  week we’re contacted by someone around the world pretending to represe nt some foreign dignitary who suddenly  passed away leaving a fortune  –   and this person would like to gift it to us…as long as we’ll forward our bank account  numbers…   -   or you check in on the 24 - hour news cycle and regardless of your political persuasion, t he spin is endless…and you’re  trying to decide who you can trust and what you can believe…   -   and then there’s just the sheer complexity of it all…where you’d like to have just one password that gives you access to  all your accounts…   -   but the tech experts  set their hair on fire overt that notion…so with one company you have to have at least 8  characters in your password, including one capital letter and one numeral and one symbol…but another company  requires 2 factor authorization where they text you a code   you have to enter into your device…   -   all in the name of making your life easier…and you look at this entire list of passwords that you can never actually print  off because if someone robs your home and finds it you’re doomed…and you say, how is all of th is making my life  easier?...   -   so without a doubt, for all kinds of reasons, we live in a complicated day where it is hard to know who is telling the  truth…     -   against that backdrop  –   we have the reliable simplicity of the Christmas story…   -   in the provide nce of God, one of the gospel writers was a physician, who opened his account with these words…   -   Luke 1:1 – 4  -   Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile an account of the things accomplished among us, just as  they were handed down to us by those who from   the beginning were eyewitnesses and servants of the word, it  seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully from the beginning, to write  it   out for you  in consecutive order, most excellent Theophilus; so that you may know the exac t truth about the things you have  been taught.    -   with that in mind, please open your Bible to Luke 2:1…       minutes together this am thinking about  God’s Reliable Truth at Christmastime…     -   I don’t always know who’s telling the truth when I’m listening to t he news…I don’t even open e - mails unless I’m  absolutely certain it’s not a scam…I’m about to the place that when my own mother calls me on the phone, I  respond by saying  –   how do I know this is really you?...I’d be delighted if I never had to craft a 14 di git password ever  again…   -   but thank the Lord that for the things that matter most…God has given us simple, reliable truth…   Now in those days a decree went out from   Caesar Augustus, that a census be taken of   all   [ a ] the  inhabited earth.   2   [ b ] This was the  first census taken while   [ c ] Quirinius was governor of   Syria.   3   And all   the  people   were on their way to register for the census,   each to his own city.   4   Now Joseph also went up  from Galilee, from the city of Nazareth, to Judea, to the city of David which is called Bethlehem, 

