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This week’s news spoke of President Obama, both as he pardoned the national thanksgiving turkey and as he responded to the conflict between North and South Korea.  The sports world was wondering if Jeff Fisher the coach of the Tennessee Titans would have to leave, or the quarterback Vince Young.  Europe is wondering if the weak Irish economy will pull them all down.  Researches unveiled a new treatment for AIDS.  We are waiting to see what the 2010 elections mean as the 2012 election cycle has already started.

These are the sort of big events that grasp our attention.


But the most important event this week may have been something we do not know about.  Maybe in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania this week a child was born.  She was an ordinary child, dad drove mom to the hospital through light traffic.  After 3 hours a girl names Jesse was born.  


In coming years we know she will grow up, go to school and get a job.  Most likely she will get married.


What if Jesse, from Bethlehem, PA grows up to be someone more important than President Obama, the NFL, the economy of Ireland and the medical treatment of AIDS?  That would be an amazing birth.


In the Christmas story, we have the contrast between the rulers of the world and a child born to rule the world.  We have men who found ways to sneak or fight or manipulate themselves into power, and we have a child born with no power, no place and not even a bed to lie in.


This Advent season we will be talking about how the Lord invaded the   world.  It was not with an army and it was not by power.   This invasion happened quietly while people were doing their business; the powerful were ruling, and while the employees were doing their daily work. A young couple were planning a life together and while men in a far of land were looking at the stars.  In this normal every day activity, a child was born in Bethlehem who changed everything.  But when he arrived, only a very few knew anything about him.  
I.  The Mighty – Lk 1:5; 2:1-5


 Luke 1:5 sets the time of these events in the Kingship of Herod.  There were several Herods, which can be confusing.  This was Herod the Great.  As his name suggests, he was powerful.  He was not a descendant of David, like the kings of the Old Testament. He was appointed by the Senate in Rome to be the so-called King of the Jews.  He governed for 33 years.  Herod’s reign was filled with warfare and intrigue.  He was also ruthless to his enemies and to his own family.  He was loyal to Rome and they rewarded him. Under this Herod there were great building projects, including the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem – the very temple in place when Jesus would later visit Jerusalem.


Luke 2:1-5 mentions two other important men.


Caesar Augustus succeeded Julius Caesar as the leader of the Roman Empire.  His given name was Gaius Octavius and he was a grand-nephew of Julius Caesar. He was adopted and named the heir by his grand uncle.  He became part of a three way leadership team, but over time defeated the other two and became the undisputed leader of Rome.  Supposedly the empire was run by the Senate, but in reality it was run by Octavius who was named Caesar Augustus by the Senate.  He came to power because of his connection to Julius Caesar, because of his abilities, and because his political opponents were too busy fighting each other to fight him.


He had the power to issue decrees for census and taxation – such a decree was what sent Joseph and Mary to Bethlehem to register.


Publius Quirinius described himself as an intrepid soldier and a capable administrator.  He was made the governor of the Region of Syria – just to the north of Israel.  He is known to history outside of the Bible, but the Bible alone records this process of census taking. 


Luke records these names for two reasons.


First, it ties Jesus’ life to real history.  The genealogies in Luke and Acts show that Jesus was born into the history of the people of Israel.  The names of kings tie down the time in history when Jesus lived.


The gospel is not a fairy tale, nor is it a fiction.  This is an event that really happened.  


Some people will put their hopes in an idea.  They live for Freedom and Equality.  Others put their hopes in a self-made philosophy – perhaps they believe that if we all laid down our weapons and differences we would live in peace.  These are ideas, not real things.  

We put out hope in something God has done.  God has already acted in History.  It was the birth of Jesus, his life, his teaching, and his death and resurrection that gives us hope.  All that he did confirmed the promise of the Old Testament, and it also guaranteed our future.   Things are different for us because Jesus was born and lived.


Second, it shows the difference between Jesus and the Great Leaders of History.


If a newspaper existed when Jesus was born – it would not have a feature on a young couple giving birth.  There would be no picture of Jesus or the stable. What such a newspaper would have is stories on Taxation, on the issues going on in Jerusalem and in Rome and the other capitals of the empire.


Jesus path to greatness was not the path of the Great Leaders.  Great leaders were born to wealth at times and worked hard to keep it.  Others earned it our fought to the top by their wits.  Go to the book store and see all the books on how to be a success – they have titles like The Success Principles(TM): How to Get from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be , and Unleashed: A Guide to Your Ultimate Self-Actualization .

So the Gospel comes to us and to the Powerful.  It tells us that the ways of the powerful are not the ways of God.  That is a warning to the powerful that their days are not going to last.  It is a reminder to us – don’t build your life on the things of this world.  Christmas teaches another path to greatness.

II. Mary’s Song – Luke 1:46-55


Let us start with Mary’s song.  In this song Mary speaks of a revolution.  In politics a revolution is when the current order of things is overturned and replaced by a new one.  The American Revolution overturned the government from being colonies of England to being self-governing states.  The Industrial revolution changed the size and the means of production.  The internet has changed how we get and evaluate information – it is as important today as the printing press was 500 years ago.


Mary speaks of a Revolution by God – He is changing how people can succeed.  This song breaks into two parts.   The first part is v. 46-50.
“My soul glorifies the Lord 
 47 and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior, 
48 for he has been mindful 
   of the humble state of his servant. 
From now on all generations will call me blessed, 
 49 for the Mighty One has done great things for me— 
   holy is his name. 
50 His mercy extends to those who fear him, 
   from generation to generation.

Verses 46 to 50 celebrate what God has done for Mary.  She has been chosen to be the Mother of the Messiah. Her own personal situation has changed.  She was no-one.  We would not know of Mary of Nazareth if not for this birth.  We might not know or care about Nazareth, Bethlehem or Jerusalem for that matter.  If this child was not born, we have no idea what this world would be like, So Mary celebrates that God took regard of her in her humble state.  “The might one has done great things for me, and holy is his name.” (v. 49)  

Then she added “and his mercy is upon generation after generation.”  Mary’s testimony is not bragging about how great she is.  She is testifying that God has changed her life, and that God is always generous with his mercy.  Generation after generation has seen it from the beginning.  God will be generous until the end of time.


There is a theme in the bible of God choosing the smaller over the greater.  David, the smallest and youngest son was made King.  Abraham and Sarah who had no children became parents to a nation.  Jesus took fishermen and a tax collector and changed the world.  


You do not have to make yourself great – God is able to make your life and your labor into something that is great.

Verses 51 – 55 speak of God’s work in the world around Mary.  It tells of the coming revolution.  The Mighty, men like Herod, Caesar Augustus and Quirinius have managed to scratch and claw their way to the top.  They have made themselves into Lords and Masters.


Well, except that Herod had to worry that he kept Rome happy by keeping the peace.  Quirinius had to keep Rome happy, by suppressing any revolutionary actions there.  Even Augustus had to constantly adapt and change to maintain control over Rome.  


There was no security for the Mighty – just as today great enterprises or great leaders rise and fall.  Our economic collapse two years ago shows us how precarious it is to be on the top.


Mary continued in v. 51-55

 51 He has performed mighty deeds with his arm; 
   he has scattered those who are proud in their inmost thoughts. 
52 He has brought down rulers from their thrones 
   but has lifted up the humble. 
53 He has filled the hungry with good things 
   but has sent the rich away empty. 
54 He has helped his servant Israel, 
   remembering to be merciful 
55 to Abraham and his descendants forever, 
   just as he promised our ancestors.

What happens to the Mighty?  God brings them down. Look at what God has done:

· Scattered the proud
· Brought down the rulers

· Sent the rich away empty 

Sometimes God does this through the normal cycles of history.  It seems as if events run in cycles of 40 years and sometimes 70 years.  The start if WWI and the end of WWII ran about 40 years.  The Soviet control of E. Europe was 40 years.  The Soviet Union lasted about 70 years.  The communist control of China is 60 years old – and both capitalism and religion are growing in that so-called atheistic and socialist state.  


Where are the great empires?  They are gone.  Where are the kings and queens? They are cutting ribbons at opening ceremonies and buying new hats, but governance is by those who are elected.  

What happens to the rest?  Here Mary gives us another list.

· He has lifted up the humble,

· He has filled the hungry with good things,

· He has helped his servant Israel

In the Revolution of God, it is not governments and armies that determine who wins and who looses.  In the short run that is true, but in the long run, something else is at work.  The principle is found in verse 50

50 His mercy extends to those who fear him, 
   from generation to generation.


Here are the words associated with the winners, in God’s plan:  Humble, hungry, servant and fear of the Lord.


Do you wish to be successful?  You can follow the path of the world around us.  That is, you can promote and advertise yourself.  You can grasp for fame and money and power by any means that will work.


The other path is what is taught in the Scriptures.  Proverbs says that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  Biblical History says that God raises and lowers nations at his will.  Mary knew that this revolution was at work in her life.


What did Jesus say?  Do the words humble, hungry, servant and reverence sound familiar.  Compare Mary’s song to Jesus teaching:  Here are the beatitudes:

  3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit, 
   for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
4 Blessed are those who mourn, 
   for they will be comforted. 
5 Blessed are the meek, 
   for they will inherit the earth. 
6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
   for they will be filled. 
7 Blessed are the merciful, 
   for they will be shown mercy. 
8 Blessed are the pure in heart, 
   for they will see God. 
9 Blessed are the peacemakers, 
   for they will be called children of God. 
10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
   for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


To the Mighty we give this warning – your days are numbered – just as they are for the entire world.  You can not find your meaning by getting ahead.


To the rest?  We say, put your hope in Christ, and follow his path of service.  There is greatness.
